
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Spellheart 8

      WEB OF THE TIMEWEAVERS

    

    





      
        MARVIN KNIGHT

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Copyright and Dedication

          

        

      

    

    
      © Copyright 2022 by Marvin Knight. All rights reserved.

      

      
        
        This novel is dedicated to all the Spellheart fans who’ve been with me for so long! It’s hard to believe we’re coming up on three years since I’ve published book 1!
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      Back on Earth, Theo was just an ordinary guy tinkering in his basement with his robot butler. Everything changed when he and his friends went to a strange place filled with elves. These elves came from an exotic realm called the Ten Thousand Worlds. When the facility came under attack from human insurgents, Theo, his robot butler Mac, and his two friends escaped using an interdimensional ship known as The Wanderer.

      The Wanderer was an alien device of incredible power, capable of building rooms to do almost anything so long as the user had the points to buy them from the ship.

      Theo bonded with The Wanderer, and hundreds of years passed in the blink of an eye. His friends, Sam and Dean, went off to have great adventures while Theo found himself frozen in time.

      When The Wanderer finally let him out, Theo found himself alone in a strange forest called the Hearthwood. Alone and with only Mac for a companion, Theo quickly set himself to the task of building a life for himself.

      His presence in the Hearthwood did not go unnoticed for long though, and he soon became the subject of much attention from the local tribes of elves. These elves lived a primitive existence, eking out a life in the forest through magic and technology that barely counted as medieval.

      When Theo was taken prisoner by one of these elves, he quickly talked his way to freedom. Under his quiet leadership, he quickly declared himself their patriarch and established the Hearthwood Clan. Through his sweat and hard work, the Hearthwood was united under the banner of the Hearthwood Clan, driving off all foes and establishing themselves as the ultimate power of the region.

      Theo and his matriarchs became rising figures in the nation of Deania, and their small forest clan became one of the nation’s hottest topics as they rose from humble forest dwellers to one of the nation’s great clans.

      The Hearthwood was not the only region to face great trials. Soon after the emergence of the Hearthwood Clan, the nation of Deania came under attack from all sides. Around them, six nations under the influence of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye all declared war on them. From the south, the orcs from the World of Struggle and Strife opened portals to raid and pillage elven lands.

      But Theo saved the region from destruction once again, repaying a long-held debt to Princess Tivana. He gathered the orc warriors laying siege to Deania and turned them against the elven nations attacking Princess Tivana's country. Together, they laid waste to their enemies, and Theo became a powerful orc chieftain in addition to being a strong elven patriarch.

      But just when the elves and orcs were dealt with, a threat from inside Deania itself loomed. Countess Frostweaver built a spire of blood in the hopes of giving the world to her evil vampire goddess with the help of her spider friends from an alternate dimension. Through wit, determination, and the help of all his friends, Theo foiled her plot and saved the world.

      The vampire goddess is gone, and the Timeweaver Spiders have retreated. But they left behind a clone of Sam, Theo's old friend. With peace at home at last, Theo's finally got the chance to track down his old friends and bring them home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      After months of rallying disparate tribes, fighting overwhelming armies of invaders, going to other worlds, foiling the plans of a vampire goddess, and slaying otherworldly spiders from an alternate dimension, I knew I was in need of some well-deserved rest. At first I thought all the hustle of my recent activities would make rest a welcome treat, but to my surprise I found myself growing rather restless.

      Building the Hearthwood Clan from nothing but feuding primitive villages was a mighty feat, especially when compared to the bustling city before me today. I could scarcely believe so much had changed in a little over a year. How many people had come to stop us, only to fall before us and fuel my ambitions to ever-greater heights? What had so recently been a distant backwater was now regarded as one of the greatest clans on the entire continent.

      All my victories were enough to give a man an unhealthy ego, and a few of my women had voiced their concerns over me getting so large a head I wouldn't fit through the castle doorways. But when you've got more than thirty kids, you've got to learn to set a good example.

      Besides, in this world, there was always a higher mountain just beyond the horizon. I’d seen the price of thinking you were the strongest person around more once, and I’d caught glimpses of power that could shatter moons and make worlds tremble. That knowledge could keep a man like me humble no matter how many mountains he could lift or nations he’d conquered.

      No, all I wanted was to keep my family safe. And now, at long last, they finally were.

      "Father! Father!" Argona waved a packet of papers over her head. Her purple hair cascaded down her back and she had a wide smile on her face. She reminded me of her mother, though Argona didn't yet have her mother's ninja-like grace and athleticism. "Come see the new spaceship design I made! I think it will be big enough that I could actually ride it out into the stars!"

      "That's very nice, Argona." I took the papers from Argona's hands and flipped through them. "But you remember our little deal, don't you? No space travel until you reach true mage."

      I shot a glance to Argona's sister, Comela, who had recently broken through to true mage. Though I tried to be an impartial father, I was still beaming with pride over the fact that she'd become so powerful so quickly. I'd certainly helped her along as much as I could, but Comela's tremendous progress was an indicator of both her talent and her unceasing dedication to cultivation.

      "Looks like I'm going to ride in your spaceship before you do." Comela laughed as her sister pouted. Comela held her head high and smiled with a beaming look that would be certain to melt the hearts of young men everywhere, assuming they were bold enough to get near her when she had a father as infamous as I was.

      My daughter was not the only member of the Hearthwood Clan to reach for true mage. I'd heard rumors of Katiana, Ullua, Atilla, and many people who'd been members of the clan since its founding were preparing for their own breakthroughs.

      All of them had earned sizable rewards for themselves from the clan's assets in exchange for their many contributions over the last year, and they'd all exchanged their contribution points for some aura fragments and cultivation supplies as they prepared for their breakthroughs. Rumor had it, someone had even started accepting bets for who outside of my circle of matriarchs would be the first to reach true mage.

      I couldn't take full credit for this incredible period of growth the Hearthwood was experiencing. The Hearthwood was growing ever larger by the day, whether I was there to watch it or not. During most of that time, I'd been off fighting or driving off one foe or another.

      The growth of my clan and the city that served it came from the hard work of my women and children. Comela and Argona and all of their sisters had done their part to expand the Hearthwood as rapidly as it had grown.

      Their mothers, the matriarchs of the Hearthwood Clan, were just as important as my children. Sava had seen the development of Alchemy within the Hearthwood expand to unprecedented heights. Now our capabilities to produce fine potions had surpassed even those of the great alchemists of the capital, and I suspected no one on the entire continent could manufacture five and six-star potions like we could in the Hearthwood.

      Nela had facilitated the integration of new lands as she recovered the Songstone Clan's old territory and added it to the Hearthwood's holdings.

      Melise had joined the Fateweaver Society, and her new connections made the Hearthwood stronger and more influential than ever.

      Assyrus had been working hard as a new member of the Royal Guard of Deania and an officer in the Hearthwood's private military under the command of Yorik.

      Yorik, the sole orc woman among my elves, had drilled the Hearthwood's motley crew of warriors into a formidable and well-trained fighting force unlike anything else in Deania.

      Eltiana was now the leader of an information and crime syndicate with a network that spread across the continent, and their information had already proven invaluable to me more than once.

      Illiel was organizing the Hearthwood so smoothly and efficiently that I hardly even noticed her quiet hand at work. She saw to the bureaucratic duties of running a settlement so well that problems were solved before they even came to my attention. She had coordinated with the City Council to the point that some of them were starting to forget I existed as more than a symbol of authority. While I could step in whenever I needed to, Illiel's work meant I was free to spend my days as I pleased instead of being bogged down by political duties.

      Right now, a few of my children were filling in for Illiel as their mother recovered from her recent bout with being transformed into a vampire goddess' avatar, and while they weren't quite as skilled as their mother, they made up for their lack of talent with youthful gusto.

      "I'll check out your spaceship later, Argona," I said to my purple-haired daughter. "And I know you have more dangerous monsters for me to slay with you, Comela. I'll get to you as well." I nodded to my golden-haired daughter. "For now, I have a lunch date with Princess Tivana."

      "Okay, Father," both of my daughters intoned as one. They slipped out of the room, but I knew I would be seeing both of them the next time I sat down to relax for a moment. I'd get to them eventually though, and there were certainly worse things than having kids desperate to spend time with their father.
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        * * *

      

      Princess Tivana was a tall woman. Elves were naturally small and slender, but Tivana herself was the granddaughter of one of my old friends, Dean. She had enough human blood in her that she loomed over most elves, though she was still a fair bit shorter than me.

      She had a statuesque appearance that befitted her graceful form, and long locks of straight silvery hair hung over her shoulders and framed face that should have looked as cold as a frozen glacier in the depths of winter. Her knitted brows and sculpted cheeks spoke of an august and noble lineage that I still couldn't believe descended from Dean. In short, she had the flawless appearance of a regal, royal princess. Only those closest to her got a peek behind that mask.

      Her lips quirked slightly upward at the sight of me as we met outside the gates of the castle, and from someone like Tivana the expression might as well have been a beaming smile. She was loosening up a little ever since her mother exiled her to the Hearthwood with me. She'd spent so many years at court as a princess and acting regent that she was still coming to grips with not having any responsibilities. She didn't have to work so hard now that her mother was awake and ruling again.

      We were taking lunch together in a small restaurant within sight of Castle Mac. Tivana found it for us and we were both eager to sample the first true fine dining establishment to situate itself in the Hearthwood. Getting to the restaurant itself involved beating back a crowd of fawning onlookers. That was a new experience for me, but not for Tivana. She simply activated a flying sword and we flew over the crowd.

      "I'm not used to having to stay out of the public eye in my own city." I shrugged. "It wasn't so long ago that this was a tiny tribe and I knew every name and face within it. Though I'm afraid those days are now gone for good."

      "There looks to be thirty thousand people here now, with more manifesting each day." Tivana's trained eyes scanned the city. "No small number of wisps are making their way here from Deania. The nature of their souls tell them to manifest at the heart of civilization. Apparently, your Hearthwood Clan touches their hearts more than any other region in the area."

      "I hope to provide a home for the many elves who died defending Deania against its invaders. But enough grim talk." I placed an arm around Tivana's waist as we touched down and dismounted our flying swords. "I've been enjoying myself back here in the Hearthwood. I spent most of a lazy day sitting in an armchair and flipping through a few books on spellcraft. I'd like to make a few more spells of my own soon."

      "A worthy endeavor." Tivana inclined her head in appreciation. "I will provide any cultivation guidance you require."

      "Is that an invitation to spend as much time with you as I wish?"

      Tivana's cheeks flushed with a hint of color, imperceptible to anyone without my superhuman senses.

      After a moment of silence, she answered. "Yes."

      I pulled her closer towards me. "Then I'll be certain to come to you for advice very frequently."

      A receptionist approached the two of us. Her expression was casual at first, and she simply noted us as another two customers. But shortly after glancing down at her clipboard her face went pale and her eyes shot up to regard us again.

      "Oh my!" She placed a hand over our mouth. "I'll get the manager! Please wait one moment."

      Seconds later someone was racing down the steps from the office upstairs. "Patriarch Theo, Princess Tivana! It is truly the honor of a lifetime to have you both grace our establishment!" a portly elven woman said. That was a good sign for the food here. To get portly, elves had to eat a truly tremendous quantity. "Come, right away. We shall give you the balcony seating."

      "Your favoritism is not necessary," Tivana said.

      "But it is appreciated," I added.

      The restaurant's manager led us to a table away from the others. The balcony loomed over the streets and gave us a wonderful view of the river that passed through the Hearthwood and the growing region of the city that rested on the other side.

      "We will have a waitress staffed for your table at all times. Simply ask for anything and we will get it to you," the manager assured us.

      "Thank you, but Tivana and I would rather spend some time alone, just the two of us." I waved off the several waitresses ready to loom over our shoulders as we ate. "Just bring the first course as you would for any other customers."

      "O-of course. Give our two honored guests their privacy!" the manager ordered as she hauled her employees away.

      When the two of us were seated and had some modicum of privacy again, Tivana spoke. "I have spent time with all of your women. They've told me a lot of interesting stories. Apparently you have a very large magical bedroom. One that makes you feel especially well-rested, no matter how little sleep you get that night?"

      I smiled and nodded. "The Personal Chambers. They're a product of The Wanderer. It was one of my favorite rooms. Unfortunately Mac had to seal it off because that's where we're keeping Tim locked away. You remember that evil cultist?"

      "I remember. That was when we first met."

      "I've been thinking about him more as of late. I think I could take him in a fair fight these days, which means it might finally be time to open that room up again. I could certainly put it to use. And I've got a few questions to ask Tim himself."

      Namely, I still needed to cure my son Segolas of the nightmarish curse Tim had inflicted on him. Having the man's help would make that a considerably easier endeavor.

      "Even if you could not defeat him handily now, and I expect that you could, I will be here to assist you in overwhelming him. My powers have also improved since the last time I met him."

      The first course arrived as we chatted.

      "Hundred-year Lush-Earth Mushrooms, stuffed with braised waterberries for your indulgence," the manager said as she presented the dishes herself.

      The dish was a lavish one, and it was a far cry from anything I'd seen served in the Hearthwood before. Even in the capital, this would have been considered a fine meal. I took a quick glance at the menu and couldn't find any mention of something like this.

      "How is your room?" I asked Tivana. "Are you settling into the castle alright?"

      "I was settled in as soon as I arrived." Tivana smiled faintly. "I noticed my chambers in the castle are identical to my room in the palace back home. Every painting and every stone was exactly the same. You truly have an eye for detail, Theo. When I woke up I'd forgotten where I was until I opened the door."

      "Not me." I held up a hand. "That was all Mac's doing. If you like his work, you can thank him."

      "I will. While I have felt no lasting anxiety from my move to the Hearthwood, one of your guests is feeling a bit fretful. My friend Amisra has been terribly nervous since coming here. Apparently she's been waiting for something called an egg extraction from you? Someone told her that she was forbidden from laying on her own, so she's been waiting for you. Her eggs have developed quite a bit inside her, and she's started walking strangely."

      I let out a small laugh. "I'll have to see to her sooner rather than later. I wouldn't want to infringe upon her stern and fearsome reputation by having her walk around like she's got her insides stuffed."

      Tivana and I shared a lovely lunch. The manager showed up several times with dishes as fine as the first one they served, and Tivana and I ate our fill. At our level of power, the two of us barely needed any physical food at all to survive, but every plate the restaurant served us was so laden with zeal that I felt a few drops of power added even to my own tremendous well of energy deep in the core of my being.

      "Here, try this pastry," I said to Tivana. Without waiting for her, I picked the pastry in question up and pushed it to her lips. She nibbled on it delicately as I fed her, blushing as I moved ever closer. The jam on the pastry dripped onto my fingers, and I pushed them into Tivana's mouth so she could finish off the last of the delicious treat. She blushed as my fingers touched her tongue, toying with her in a way that shouldn't have felt as intimate as it did while I pressed my chest up against her side.

      "It's lovely," Tivana said, dabbing her lips with a cloth as she looked around to make sure no one had seen that display of unladylike behavior.

      "What are you so shy about?" I laughed and grinned as I watched Tivana. "After what your mother did in the capital, I could bend you over on this table in front of the whole city and no one would bat an eye."

      Tivana's face finally turned red enough for even an ordinary person to see her blush. "Stop teasing me."

      But she leaned her head against my chest, resting on me as I wrapped my arm around her shoulders.
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        * * *

      

      After eating with Tivana, I went off to see what Argona and Comela had been so anxious to talk with me about. I found them both near the Automated Fabrication Factory.

      "So, what were the two of you so eager to show me?" I asked as I joined two of my favorite daughters.

      "Look at what we designed, Father!" Comela said excitedly. "Well, mostly Argona. But I helped with the idea!"

      "It was actually Mac who provided the majority of the design." Argona blushed. "Apparently it's something from your world called a tank."

      As Argona spoke, she gestured to something only now rolling off the assembly line. It was a massive box covered in defensive enchantments and rolling along on several sets of huge wheels. It had as many shield and barrier enchantments on it as fortress walls, and I spotted plates of steel and iron plates fitted onto the construction to help disperse incoming hostile spells. The top of the rolling weapons had one of the Hearthwood's massive cannons, ready to fire round after round of devastating explosive ordinances.

      "This is an impressive creation," I said as I circled the contraption. "A few of these could turn a battle between mage acolytes and heartwielders around completely. If you enhanced the design a little further, they might even be useful against true mages."

      "You really think so, Father?" Comela asked excitedly. "I was betting it would let a few mage acolytes attack from relative safety and bombard their enemies from afar. But if it could really help dominate a battlefield..."

      "It sounds like you girls have been working hard. This really is a splendid idea. I'm very impressed with the both of you." I ran my fingers through each of their hair and pulled them into a warm embrace.

      "Thank you, Father! Want to help us test it?" Comela asked.

      Soon me and my two girls were riding around the forest, blasting Silver-Clawed Tree Crawlers out of the branches above as we all huddled inside the tiny box on wheels. It has been designed for elf proportions so I had to crouch to sit comfortably inside of it, but the box was just big enough for me to inch around in.

      Argona piloted the vehicle while Comela operated the cannon. I mimicked the power of an entire troop of elven mage acolytes by using tiny earth-aspect spells one after another to keep any monsters we encountered at bay while Comela readied a shot from the massive cannon.

      Stone-Tusked Boar (Late Zeal Accumulation, Level 9)

      Enemy Slain! (+5 points)

      The pickings were rather slim in this region of the forest, and heartwielder-level monsters couldn't provide me with enough points to be worth hunting anymore. We stumbled across a few stronger creatures, but we took care of them without me needing to call on any of my true power. All in all, it was a fun family outing.

      "You girls keep this up, and we will have this entire forest tamed in no time. Maybe we'll even drive a battalion or two of these into the Devilbeast Wilds to see if we can't map out what riches there are to be had in that pocket world."

      "You think they could really be that useful?" Comela blushed. She wasn't a crafter like her sister, and she wasn't used to her creations having so much merit.

      "That's just the start of the plans I have in store. You girls keep up the good work!" I grinned at both of them.

    

  







            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      After a fun afternoon with my kids, I headed back to Castle Mac. As soon as I opened the door, I realized there was a nervous elf woman shifting from foot to foot.

      "Hello, Patriarch Theo..." Amisra said as she rubbed her thighs together in anxious anticipation. "I'm here for my egg extraction... as you instructed... Master."

      "What a good girl you are." I tucked my fingers beneath Amisra's chin and tilted her head up. She'd had her eyes locked on the ground at my feet, but I made her look me in the eyes.

      Behind her, Yorik stood with her arms folded and a grin on her face. Korra stood nearby, equally excited and ready to grab Amisra if she lost her nerve and tried to run.

      "So you're ready to lay for me?" I asked Amisra.

      Amisra nodded silently, and her cheeks turned as red as her hair.

      "There's nothing to be nervous about. I've done this plenty of times. And if I have my way, so will you in a few years."

      We headed down to the Medical Bay through the special entrance within Castle Mac. I had Mac evacuate all the non-critical patients to the mundane hospital and recovery building we built in the Hearthwood. These days the Medical Bay was only used for the treatments that couldn't be performed with magic. Mostly, that meant the occasional mage acolyte ascension ceremony, along with routine treatment for someone injured in the dungeon through a means that couldn't be easily healed with magic. These days it was fairly quiet.

      Everyone was gone soon enough, and it was just me, Amisra, and my assistants Korra and Yorik. They seemed to like being present for their elven friends' weakest and most personal moments. I'd call it very supportive of them if the two of them hadn't had big happy grins on their faces the whole time. I think they took almost as much satisfaction in the process as I did. There was something satisfying about having a proud and imperious elf squirming, moaning, and desperately pleading beneath your grip.

      I laid Amisra down upon a bed in the chamber. Yorik and Korra grabbed her arms and legs, and a few metal arms reached down to hold her wrists and ankles. Amisra squirmed a little, but the mechanical arms were impossibly strong.

      "I must admit, this is every bit as unnerving as I expected." Amisra shook her head to let her hair cascade over the side of the bed.

      "Yorik, Korra, make sure my patient is comfortable," I instructed my assistants.

      "Yes, sir!" Korra shouted. Then she immediately started tearing Amisra's clothes off until she was as naked as the day she manifested.

      Yorik helped with that endeavor, and before long, Korra was straddling Amisra's chest and looming over the helpless elf woman, who was certain to be even more helpless after the laying process begun.

      While laying an egg was quite pleasurable for an elf, they always preferred to go through the process away from prying eyes. My studies had revealed there was some sort of magical imbalance in laying an egg, that upon correction, transformed into an incredible wave of lasting pleasure and maternal devotion.

      I pressed my fingers against Amisra's groin and felt her abdomen for the hard bump there. "Feels like four or five of them, all some of the largest I've ever seen. No wonder you were having trouble walking. I've never gotten a trio this large before out of any of you girls."

      "You could notice that?" Amisra asked worriedly as I pushed her thighs further apart.

      "Everyone could notice it, Amisra." I laughed. "But don't worry, they only respected you all the more for it. At least in the Hearthwood. Or rather, they will when these five lovely eggs create powerful new daughters for me."

      Eggs for a peak wizard would certainly be imbued with incredible latent potential. If any of them could cultivate as fast as Korra could, they would be an immense asset to the Hearthwood family.

      Without waiting a moment longer, I had Amisra push. The first of the eggs spilled out of her like she'd been holding it in for weeks, and it plopped into my hand with a slick thud.

      

  





CRIMSON LIGHTNING-ASPECT ELF EGG (EARLY ZEAL ACCUMULATION, LEVEL 1)

      This elven egg possesses a unique combination aspect made from combining blood and lightning. Though weak and difficult to cultivate, it can provide unique abilities otherwise inaccessible to other aspect cultivators.

      I nodded in approval. Weak, but a unique aspect was something to look fondly on. If the elf had any talent for this Crimson Lightning, I would encourage it and provide what resources I could. Other elves born with a unique aspect like this one often withered on the vine, unable to cultivate their odd aspect to any significant level of power. But my son or daughter would have everything they needed to grow strong.

      "Uwahhh..." Amisra moaned as her eyes rolled up in the back of her head.

      Now that the process had begun, Amisra was rapidly losing her senses. She couldn't prevent the next egg from coming any more than she could stop her heart from beating.

      While I wanted to catch the second egg, I realized what was coming was far bigger than expected, and it emanated far more power as well.

      

  





LIGHTNING-ASPECT ELF EGG (EARLY MAGE ACOLYTE, LEVEL 10)

      This elven egg possesses parents of such strength that the wisp born from it has been imbued with additional power and will manifest directly at the mage acolyte realm with a dantian of the fire aspect within them.

      I scarcely had a moment to admire the incredible beauty of the massive egg. Amisra certainly hadn't shirked in the least in producing these for the Hearthwood Clan. I caught the second egg as it came out and passed the first along to Yorik, who gingerly placed our latest potential member of my family in a nearby chest lined with blankets, insulation, and enchantments to provide just the right level of heat, humidity, and ambient magic.

      The next egg was just as big and magical as the first, and I placed her beside her sister. Their shells were as red as the hair on their mother's head, streaked with lines of brilliant blue and gold. They thrummed with zeal in time with the breaths of the developing wisps within the eggs.

      Two more brilliant blue and gold eggs dropped into my palm, all going into the chest destined for the hatchery. I'd expected the same for the last egg, but the fifth one was different. Instead of being streaked with brilliant blues and golds against a red background, this was thick, deep red throughout. It was an egg the pure scarlet of fresh blood.

      The final egg that dropped out of Amisra was visibly smaller than the others, only at the zeal accumulation ranks like a normal egg. I almost let myself be a little disappointed, but I reminded myself that these would hatch into my children, and that I would love them regardless of their talents and abilities.

      "Well aren't you a cute little one," I said as I cradled the final egg to my chest. On the bed in front of me, Amisra's tongue lolled out of her mouth and her eyes rolled up in her head. She was conscious, but her mind was far away on a plane of endless pleasure as her body replayed the memory of me planting my seed inside of her again and again without cease or stopping.

      I looked at the blood-red egg in my hands and examined it before placing it with the others.

      

  





BLOOD-ASPECT ELF EGG (EARLY ZEAL ACCUMULATION, LEVEL 3)

      This elven egg is empowered with an affinity for the blood aspect.

      How interesting. I'd seen glimpses of Amisra using some aspect of zeal other than fire, but I had never guessed that it was blood. I wondered why she was so mysterious about having a second aspect. I shrugged, making a note to acquire a blood-aspect spellheart for this little one so she could grow to her full potential.

      "Let's take these eggs to the hatchery. After that, we'll drop Amisra off in her guest chambers to sleep this off."

      Yes, the Hearthwood was certainly growing fast. And my family was growing right along with it. I would have been getting worried if I hadn't recently acquired an entire continent's worth of resources.
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        * * *

      

      I was just settling into a lazy routine of touring the city, spending time with my matriarchs, and having fun with my kids, when news came from Meldrik all the way from Moonbow City.

      "Gramps and the Blackgorge Tribe are ready to return, Chief!" Yorik saluted. "The portals are closing. The pilgrimage is over."

      I let out a slow sigh. And here I had hoped to ask them to stay a while. But it seemed like Meldrik was eager to send the majority of his people back to his ancestral home. Having Moonbow City under my control had been rather nice.

      I had already noticed that the hordes I had camped in the Lifekeeper Sanctum and the Ancient Tree Temple's lands were already dispersing. I hadn't cared because the war was already won, but I knew every day they stayed there was a day our neighbors would have too much trouble within their lands to meddle with our affairs. The fact that I could use it as an excuse to keep most of their leadership in my dungeon generating zeal crystals for me meant I was in no hurry to see the orcs off.

      But now that the portals were closing, few orcs were bold enough to stay behind. They were scurrying back to the forward bases their kind had established before the pilgrimage to retreat back home. Once enough orcs left, the few who remained would retreat back to their fortified stronghold on the continent to the south.

      "For such brave and strong warriors, the orcs are retreating awfully fast." I scrunched my nose and stared at the map Yorik was marking locations down on before me.

      "Elves are tricky opportunists," Yorik explained. "Orcs know once the portals close..." She clamped her hands down around her own throat, as though symbolizing a collar being placed on it.

      I laughed, knowing that the elves would have no trouble taking orc thralls, given half a chance. And worse, captured orcs wouldn't have the Book of the True Man behind them ensuring their consent and eventual freedom if they wished to return home. They'd be stuck here on this world under elven masters if they didn't have the strength to defend themselves.

      "Truth be told, I'm eager to see if some elves can actually turn the tables on their orc masters. From what I saw, most orcs were too nervous to take a thrall more powerful than themselves."

      "They will," Yorik assured me, and her words carried grim tones of warning with them.

      "Then let’s go to Moonbow City. I will oversee the withdrawal of the Blackgorge Tribe to the World of Struggle and Strife myself."

      Moments later, Yorik and I were standing in the Teleportation Array with our destination set.

      "Two to beam to Moonbow City," I instructed the station attendant.

      "Safe journeys, Patriarch!" the elf at the station said. "I've heard the elves there are revolting against their orc oppressors now that the Queen is back and the orcs are fleeing. Maybe you can capture a brawny orc for me? I can think of a few uses for one..."

      "I'm afraid you'll have to see to that yourself." I laughed as we vanished.

      The world bent and twisted around me as the Teleportation Array activated and sent me and Yorik hurtling through space. Yorik was most harshly affected, and she staggered when we rematerialized in Moonbow City.

      I blinked my vision clear, surprised to find the two orc guards attending to the other end of the Teleportation Array huddling in the corner quivering like frightened field mice.

      "What's happening here?" I demanded of the two terrified orcs.

      "Chief Blackgorge, you're here!" one orc shouted with glee. "The thralls and prisoners are rebelling against us! After you left and most of our bronze-realm elders left for the World of Struggle and Strife, a few of the most prized thralls stole a set of collar-cutters. Apparently, the hordes brought back quite a few wizards you conquered. More than anyone here was prepared to handle, collared or not. Most were being shipped to that elven dominion of yours to the north called the Hearthwood, but the few left here proved too much for us to handle!"

      "Pardon me for my rudeness, but I don't think hiding in here is going to accomplish much. Have you tried fighting your way out of the city and heading south?"

      "You don't know these elves, Chief Blackgorge!" the orc said as his eyes darted through a crack in the door. "They like to take revenge!"

      "And?"

      "Well... I may have been one of the more handsy orcs back when they were all collared thralls. I've run into more than one that remembers me." The orc shrugged sheepishly.

      I snorted. So a few elves were specifically out for revenge against him. "Best of luck making it home then! If you manage to hide for a few more hours, I should have things well in hand. But until then, you're on your own!"

      "If I'd known elves were so strong outside of their collars..." The orc shivered. "I thought they were all supposed to be weak little playthings!"

      Yorik and I left the Teleportation Array, catching the attention of several elves as we did so. There was a pair of true mages among them, along with a whole host of mage acolytes.

      As soon as I appeared, a fireball flew towards my face. This was nothing more than ordinary fire, no hotter than a fistful of embers dug out of a hearth. It dispersed harmlessly against my cheek, singeing the wood behind me. The heartwielder who'd cast the fireball looked at me with an expression of someone realizing they'd poked a hungry dragon, and she scrambled behind the nearest true mage.

      I found the elf's eagerness to throw a fireball startling. The last time I'd been to Moonbow City it seemed as though the orcs had the entire elven population completely pacified. How had rows of elves working and toiling in perfect obedience so quickly turned into open fighting on the streets?

      "For the Queen of Deania!" a true mage shouted as she fired a bolt of lightning in my direction. That spell washed over me harmlessly just like the first, and I turned my attention to her. As soon as the sparks were in the air, she activated a technique that sent lines of electricity running up her arms and curling around her fists.

      "No, stop! He's too strong!" the heartwielder warned her.

      But the true mage didn't listen. Her fist collided with my chest, dispersing the full might of a true mage's lightning spell into my body, followed by the power of her punch.

      I heard her knuckles crack like the splintering of wood against a boulder. She collapsed to the ground at my feet, clutching her hand as she looked up at me, only now getting a sense for my unfathomable power. My aura devoured her lightning power like a cup of water being splashed against a scorching volcano. She simply had no chance of victory against me.

      "So news that the queen is up and about has reached even here?" I asked the true mage as I grabbed her wounded hand and inspected the damage. She tried to struggle and get free but she might as well have been a bunny caught in a snare.

      "Y-yes. We know the Queen has returned to free us," the true mage stuttered. "And then she will raise the banners of war for us, leading us to take such sweet vengeance on our orc captors and repay any humiliations done to us a thousandfold!"

      She bit her lip and winced as I realigned the bones in her hand. I was no doctor, but my spirit sight let me see past the elf's skin, and my superhuman dexterity let me align everything with a few nimble tweaks of my fingers. After, I fitted everything back into place and healed the broken fragments with a healing talisman from my Dimensional Storage.

      "There we are, all better!" I gave her hand a kiss as I placed the healing talisman on it, as though my caress was what healed the wound instead of the magic I was using.

      The elf blushed and she struggled to meet my gaze as I held her hand.

      "T-thank you." Her voice turned meek, with all traces of the domineering arrogance she'd had mere moments ago completely evaporating under my scrutiny. "C-chief Blackgorge... I... uh... I was just playing along. The wizards made me do it! I didn't really want to rebel! I love being a thrall!" She fell to her knees, staring up at me with a nervous smile on her face.

      She'd probably made quite the thrall before she saw an opportunity to fight her way to freedom. With elves like her, I was beginning to realize why the orcs could subdue their thralls so easily at first, only to lose them all in a sudden and unexpected revolt. It was like these elves knew on some instinctual level when they could win and when they couldn't.

      "You seem like you're someone who's informed and up to date with all the happenings in the city. Someone who knows all the movers and the shakers? Names and faces?”

      "That's right, sir!" The elf nodded furiously. "I'll tell all the names of the evil-doers who would throw away your gift of thrallhood and try to take control over your city! What despicable people. They don't know how good we had it being your thralls. Did I ever mention that you're my personal hero? I have a portrait of you sitting over my bed, and I make sure to pray to it every night. I even touch my--"

      I waved my hand to cut her off. "Good, then you're coming with me."

      And so I hauled the elf off under my arm. She leaned against me, eyes wide and anxious as I let her rest against my side. She stopped any efforts at resistance and allowed herself to become completely subject to my whims, like she was a thrall all over again. Just like that, the proud arrogance I'd seen mere minutes ago was completely gone and replaced by a docile and obedient elf ready to do anything for her master.

      "So, why don't the elves who've started rebelling just run away? They've got control of the city, and by the looks of things you've got most of the orcs on the run."

      "We could, but orc women are fine laborers. We're hoping to capture as many as we can to bolster the assets of our various clans and organization. Now that the orcs are fleeing they're easy pickings. When a bunch of orcs are gathered together in a horde they can be dangerous regardless of level because of their teamwork, but alone we can pick them off easily enough."

      "That explains the orc women, but I've seen a few elves after orc men as well. Do they make laborers too?"

      "Yes, but that would be a tragic waste for what are admittedly fine specimens of manhood. Though might I say, even the most capable of orc couldn't be half the man that you are, Chief Blackgorge." She leaned against me and inhaled deeply. "Now I understand why the Whitewood Clan refused to rebel against the orc oppressors. Knowing a master like you would be returning for them was no doubt the joy and anticipation of a lifetime for them."

      "Aren't you just a little flatterer?" I chuckled. "I bet you talked like this to whichever orc took you in to graduate you from thrallhood as fast as you could."

      "I had admittedly raised myself to the exalted status of concubine. Few elves are ever trusted that much unless they head over to the World of Struggle and Strife. When I turned against my mistress and bound her in the same chains she'd used on me months ago, she was quite shocked! I can give her to you as a gift if you'd like, Chief Blackgorge?"

      I waved the offer aside. "Maybe some other time. But you were talking about the orc men?"

      "Of course. Well, there's actually an incredible potion some alchemist devised generations ago to prevent our population from dwindling too much as a result of the orc invasions. It's a potion of potent yin, which inverts the masculine energy inside the orcs. I'm not sure of the basics, but it changes whatever it is about them that ensures any elf they sleep with only sires orc children. The potion inverts the ability, making it so the orc man in question can only sire elven children, never orcs! Of course the children are always only at the heartwielder realm, so it's nothing compared to what a night with a chaka or even a powerful elven male could do..." She pressed her body against mine, as if to illustrate her point.

      "That's a creative application of alchemy." I realized I'd have to ask Sava to explain a little to me about how that worked. Or perhaps one of my alchemy-inclined children.

      "Tell me more of what's been going on in Moonbow City. You mentioned before that my companions from the Whitewood clan refused to join your rebellion? Did they suffer any injuries or attacks? I would hate to think of them getting stuck between angry orcs and angry elves."

      "As far as I know, they've been largely left alone."

      I took the elf under my arm all the way to the Governor's residence. I wanted to see how much of the political infrastructure I installed in the city was still running. The answer was not much. The gates outside the walls were torn open from the aftermath of some climactic battle, and the outskirts of the estate was complete deserted.

      I was starting to worry for Steward Elirin when I detected a female orc spying on me through a window. That meant her little order was still alright, even if they had no power beyond the walls of the Governor's residence.

      I turned a few loose bricks over and patched up a cracked wall as I passed to keep the whole place from falling apart at the seams. There had been a battle here, likely one at the true mage level. The spell that destroyed the gates and scorched the soil beneath them might have been at the wizard level.

      I walked up to the doors of the estate and was immediately greeted by a nearly naked orc woman holding a spear. She almost thrust it at my face before pulling back when she recognized me. Yorik didn't take the unprovoked attack too kindly though, and she punched the other orc woman in the stomach and sent her sprawling to the back corner of the room.

      "I'll take the elf." Yorik motioned to the true mage who'd been giving me information as we walked. She'd been clinging to my side, and as comforting as it was to have a warm body there, I still didn't even know her name. Nor was I really interested in someone who switched sides so easily. I liked my elves loyal.

      Without waiting for an answer, Yorik bent low and scooped the elf true mage up under her arm before following behind me like she was just carrying my luggage.

      "Apologies, it's the Master's Master!" The orc who'd just been punched in the stomach wheezed. "Follow."

      She used her spear like a crutch to get back to her feet and started heading deeper into the estate. I followed her up the stairs and found Steward Elirin sitting at her desk just as I'd left her the last time I'd seen her. As soon as she saw me she jumped to her feet. She looked like she was about to embrace me, but an instant later she fell to her knees and bowed her head low.

      The orc woman who'd been leading us to her also fell to her knees.

      "Master, your Master has arrived!" The orc turned to me. "Master's Master, if there is anything you need, call, and your servant's servants will obey!"

      "We'll have to think of a shorter title for me. Go brainstorm with the others." I turned from the door as the orc bowed and went to say hello to the person I'd come here to visit.

      Before me stood a tiny bookish elf. She reminded me a lot of Illiel, complete with spectacles and a nervous twitch in her shoulders. She was Steward Elirin. Until the defeat of the Moonbow Clan, she had been the brain behind their rule. Now she was the brain behind mine. I could never control Moonbow City from all the way in the Hearthwood if I didn't have her loyal support and administrative skills. Even if I lost control of this city, she'd be an elf worth saving to manage my other provinces.

      "Welcome back to Moonbow City, Master! Apologies for not greeting you as soon as you arrived. I didn't know you were coming, and it isn't safe to leave the governor's residence right now."

      "I take it there have been some changes to your order's dynamic?" My eyebrows rose up my head.

      "Yes, to ensure the elf rebels who were storming the residence that I wasn't under orcish control, I had all the members of my order who were willing swear themselves to become thralls by extension. Technically they belong to you, but I'm holding their contracts in your name."

      "That's an interesting arrangement. They all accepted that?"

      "All the ones who are still here did," Steward Elirin said, still bowing low. "How can I serve you, Master?"

      "Enough of that hogwash," I snorted as I scooped Elirin up and pulled her to her feet. "I'm all about respecting the customs of other peoples, but since orcs aren't running the city anymore we're free to act as we like. I release you from your contract, Elirin. You're free to do as you wish."

      "But sir! What if an orc takes a liking to me? I won't be able to say I'm your thrall to protect myself," Steward Elirin protested.

      "The orcs won't be around for much longer, and just because you're not my thrall doesn't mean I won't still protect you." I ran my fingers through her hair, cupping her head protectively.

      "Well, I'll file the release paperwork," Steward Elirin muttered as she melted beneath my touch. "But just between you and me, my heart will always be your thrall."

      I laughed and pulled Steward Elirin into a hug. Her body was warm against my embrace, and she snuggled against me.
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      I sat down at Steward Elirin's desk and started flipping through her papers. She took a seat in my lap and helped find the ones I'd be most interested in, summarizing the rest as she sorted through them and filled in any blanks in the information the true mage under Yorik's arm had passed my way.

      "How many thralls are actually headed to the World of Struggle and Strife with their orc masters?" I asked her.

      "Moonbow City processed four thousand and sixty-two such elves before our government broke down and the Department of Thrall Acquisition stopped reporting numbers. That's roughly one in ten who agreed to become thralls. They're going to serve their ten-year contract, then either head back home or renegotiate."

      As she spoke, Steward Elirin ground her ass against my crotch. She worked her pants free with only the movement of her hips until her bare ass was pressed against my thighs.

      "Well then, I want to establish some new policies for the Department of Thrall Acquisition. Any orc who wants to bring their elf home with them has to have both them and their potential thrall submit to a psychological evaluation to ensure their contract fully complies with the scriptures within the Book of the True Man," I instructed. "Furthermore, I will be expecting the master of the contract to vouch for the safety and good treatment of their elf with a heavenly oath, and that they will be returned home the moment their contract is complete."

      "But how will they enforce such a rule?" Steward Elirin glanced at me skeptically as she gyrated in my lap. The hardening serpent in my pants beneath her had to be making that an uncomfortable seat. "The orcs will not be happy about that. And I'm afraid even as acting governor I no longer have the power to make them listen to anything. The elves are even less likely to listen to me because to them I'm just a groveling thrall."

      "Now that I have returned, they will find that my will is law." I grinned. "Soon, order will be restored, and those who don't learn to obey me will find out why there are frozen statues outside my lawn. This is not negotiable. Those who don't submit to me will return home empty-handed. I don't have the power to undo this pilgrimage yet, but that day is coming sooner than they think."

      "I believe in you, Master," Steward Elirin purred as she reached into my pants and pulled my manhood free. With practiced skill and grace, she scooched herself up and pushed my massive head inside her before sitting back down in my lap. Then, as though nothing had happened, she continued flipping through papers and telling me about everything else that had happened in the city.
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      As fun as Steward Elirin was, I had to hold back from doing much more than a little foreplay. Though she was practically begging for it, I had a city to pacify. So I reluctantly pulled her off me and made plans to head to the Whitewood Estate.

      There wasn't much else to do in the Governor's manor. Steward Elirin was essentially using it as a fortress to hide with her orc subordinates. The Whitewood Estate was just as fortified, and it would provide a far more defensible location with the members of the Whitewood Clan living there. So, I decided to have Elirin pack her things and head over there with us.

      The orc women serving Elirin were especially anxious when leaving the estate. There were bands of elves roaming the streets, eager to capture and collar any orc they found just as they had been captured and collared. For many orcs, the fact that such a thing had come to pass was a horrifying prospect. To be enslaved by the same elves they'd been calling weak and pathetic mere months ago had to be a humiliating experience.

      I couldn't help but feel a bit of amusement at their predicament. In my books, turnabout was perfectly fair. Perhaps the orcs would someday learn that there was a different side to the elves than the one their Book of the True Man spoke of.

      Since they were reluctant to be seen, I herded them and Steward Elirin in my Pocket World passage, then grabbed Yorik and the elf true mage she was holding under either arm. I launched myself into the air, leaping over the city before coming down again in front of the Whitewood Estate.

      The gates swung open as soon as I appeared, and a group of elves with the hair and features of the Whitewood Clan appeared, adorned in the plain brown robes I'd seen them wearing outdoors ever since they'd sworn themselves to me as thralls.

      "Master Blackgorge, you've returned!" the elves announced with faces full of glee. "The matriarchs wanted the first people who saw you to assure you that we're still loyal and devoted thralls. We could never bring ourselves to rebel with a master like you to serve."

      "I respect and appreciate your loyalty." I nodded to the both of them. "But I must speak with your matriarchs. Where are Yavilla and Tavilla?"

      "We'll take you to them right away!" one of the two Whitewood Clan elves said eagerly.

      Meanwhile, Yorik hefted the elf true mage she was still carrying.

      "This one wants to join your clan. She's a true mage," Yorik said.

      "We could certainly take in a guest elder if she's a true mage," the elf said eagerly. "I will relay her request to the matriarchs!"

      "N-now hold on a moment!" the true mage protested. "I never... well I suppose it might be a bit fun."

      Yorik left with the lesser member of the Whitewood Clan and the true mage she had under her arm. Meanwhile, the other elf at the gate led me into the estate. Once on the grounds, I opened my pocket world passage to let out Steward Elirin and the female orcs in her order. They all piled out and started looked around, glancing at the Whitewood Clan elves around them nervously.

      "Take them to a guest house." I gestured to the Whitewood Clan elf leading me along. "I can see myself inside the rest of the way."

      "The matriarchs are waiting for you in your play chambers," the Whitewood clan elf leading me said. "They wanted the chance to prove that they were still good thralls for you the first chance they got."

      I raised an eyebrow curiously, but headed into the main manor building alone. I swung open the door and ascended the steps to the room I'd spent the majority of my time in whenever I stayed at the Whitewood Estate.

      As soon as I opened the door, I was greeted by a host of naked and kneeling elves, led by Yavilla and Tavilla themselves.

      "Welcome home, Master!" they all chanted as one. In unison, they all bowed their heads and batted their eyelashes at me with an incredibly anxious and enticing expression on their faces.

      "The Whitewood Clan certainly knows how to make a man feel at home." I chuckled. As I walked into the room, a few of the Whitewood Clan elves stood and tugged at my shirt, pulling my clothes free of my body in the blink of an eye. A pair of elves rushed off with the clothes, no doubt to wash and press them for when I was ready to leave.

      "Our clan belongs to you, Master," Yavilla whispered in my ear. She pressed a finger against my bare chest, running her hand along my skin with sensual gentleness. "Our home is your home. We just wanted to remind you of that fact."

      "You know," I chuckled. "I was just planning to make this a quick visit. I wanted to make sure you were alright."

      Tavilla joined her sister, taking position on my other side. Soon, I was surrounded by naked and eager women, hoping to please me however they could.

      With so much submissive and aroused elvish flesh around me, even I succumbed to temptation, as strong of will as I was. Saving Moonbow City could wait a few hours.

      I headed to the back of the room, where a dozen members of the Whitewood Clan crawled over on their hands and knees to assemble themselves into a throne for me to sit upon. I took my place as the master of the house once again. Once I freed the Whitewood Clan, I wouldn't be able to experience such decadent pleasure again.

      As I settled into my chair of flesh, I pulled Yavilla and Tavilla into their places in my lap. The two of them rested on either thigh, glancing back at me as they leaned against my chest.

      "Master, it looks like someone got you all hard down here already, and yet they didn't satisfy you..." Yavilla clicked her tongue in disapproval.

      "That was Steward Elirin," I explained. "She did her best, but I had to ask her to stop. I was in a rush to save Moonbow City after all."

      "Yes, but you couldn't possibly save Moonbow City all tense like this," Yavilla said as she ran her fingers against the slick head of my cock. Tavilla slipped herself low, sliding down my thigh until she could align her mouth against the base of my shaft.

      "I suppose running around all day with such a hard cock would be rather distracting."

      "And you might make all the orc men jealous with the size of your manhood," Yavilla suggested. "That would make them angry and less willing to listen to you." She stroked my shaft with her hand as she looked me in the eyes with innocent eyes.

      "You're absolutely right, Yavilla. This is something that needs to be taken care of."

      "Good thing me and my clan are such loyal thralls, here to help their master however they can." Yavilla grinned as she turned her gentle stroking into two-handed squeezing.

      Other members of the Whitewood Clan came forward to assist their matriarchs in granting me pleasure, and I reached down to the elves serving as my armrests. So long as my hands were drooped over their sides, I figured I might as well rest my fingers inside of their dripping slits. Both hands went into the eager and wet folds of members of the Whitewood Clan, and I made them squeal even as the women slurping and stroking my shaft made my back arch with pleasure.

      "I haven't been able to sleep recently," Yavilla whispered. "Knowing all the things our master was going to do to us the next time he arrived. We built so many new devices for you to test on us. We promise to be very good thralls, you'll need to press our submission to you into our very souls."

      "Yeah..." I grunted as she stroked me.

      "Let me tell you a secret, master," Yavilla continued. "I've been joining my clan for our nightly group meditation sessions as we cultivated together. But instead of meditating, I let myself be consumed with thoughts of what it will be like when you claim me next. I've been dreaming of your thick, powerful shaft inside me. Every time I sleep I wake up slick with desire for you. Every time I close my eyes, I can see your powerful body looming above me with an iron collar in your hands and a grin on your face. I dream of having your powerful hands roam my body, and I pray to my ancestors to have my visions granted."

      "That sounds beautiful," I mumbled as she brushed her lips against mine. Her vivid words had stirred thoughts in my own mind. I wanted to play the role Yavilla saw for me, dominating her and claiming her body just as she was describing. I could see the heat and anticipation in her eyes. I could feel her hot breath on my lips and the flush in her cheeks.

      One of my hands came up from the dripping snatch at my side and cupped Yavilla's ass cheeks. I tugged her over my waiting cock, pulling Tavilla back up into my lap with one hand as I lowered Yavilla down onto my shaft with the other.

      Yavilla needed no instructions for what came next. She bounced on my shaft in time with my thrusts, and I pushed my mighty cock up into her sex, filling her so deeply I could see my head making a small bulge in her stomach.

      "I'm being stretched around you..." Yavilla panted. "You fill me so completely. I'm like a sheath for your sword. A cup to hold your water. A servant to stay at your side forever..."

      I felt her inner walls clench down around me as she made her oath of eternal devotion, and her spine trembled in my grip as she brought herself to orgasm on my shaft. I laughed as the thrusting of her own hips reduced her to a drooling, mumbling mess before I'd even finished warming up.

      "You've always been far too quick to climax, Yavilla." I shook my head in disapproval. "I remember we were supposed to be training that."

      Luckily, Yavilla had a sister and a whole clan to help her satisfy me, so I wasn't disappointed in the least that she fell to orgasm after orgasm mere moments after I started playing with her. By the time I was done with the rest of the Whitewood Clan, she'd hopefully be ready for another round.

      My touch soon revealed that no members of the Whitewood Clan had the sexual endurance of even the least of my matriarchs. I started with Tavilla, who lasted the longest of everyone to my thrusting shaft. I plowed the fertile valleys of every member of the Whitewood Clan, one after another.

      Yavilla had mentioned all sorts of wonderful ideas and scenarios where I'd claim their clan all over again, conquering them and making them mine. But right now all I wanted was to claim each one like a wild beast marking its territory.

      Before I knew it, I'd been inside every member of the Whitewood Clan in the chamber, and most of them were sprawled out on the ground scattered around the room, panting with glazed eyes and bodies still ringing with the aftershocks of my zeal caressing them in blissful sleep.

      I'd done something to them in my frantic daze. I wasn't sure what it was, but I'd caught a glimpse of something. Was it another aspect of my aura? Had I missed a chance at enlightenment because my head was stuck between my legs?

      Whatever it was, it had reduced each woman I lay with to nothing more than jelly between my fingers, ready to be shaped and molded as I desired. Their bodies were the sculpture on which I carved a monument to savage carnal lust. Their minds were the canvas on which I painted my desires and my bottomless hunger.

      To my alarm, my shaft stood tall and proud, unfazed in the least despite having conquered more than thirty members of the Whitewood Clan. Yavilla and Tavilla were slowly coming back to their senses, but the mage acolytes and heartwielders could only groan and moan as they rode on aftershocks of pleasure. I wasn't sure what I had done to them, but the power of coupling with me was too much for them to take.

      I bent over to examine one, just to make sure she wasn't hurt. With my spirit sight, I sensed vitality flowing through her from her fluid-soaked cunt. Though I hadn't even come close to reaching my own orgasm, I'd leaked enough vitality-laced fluid into each of these women to ensure they'd greatly benefit from lying with me.

      That turned out to be a blessing in disguise, especially compared to the heartwielders. My recent advancement to the Gold Skin realm had changed something fundamental about my body, and the vitality within me was now more potent than ever. The sheer quantity of vitality in a tiny drop of my seed was more than in an entire ordinary vitality potion.

      Heartwielders simply weren't built to handle that quantity of power. It would be like adding a drop of dye to a thimbleful of water. There was simply too much of me inside my vitality, and if I released myself completely into these elves lying on the ground my will might become so powerful inside their bodies that there would be more of me inside them than their own being.

      Luckily, my body was unwilling to release completely inside of them. Nor were their bodies ready to take the level of intimacy required to reach that level. All of them gave out long before then. Sure, they got the vitality that leaked out of me, but that benefit was all they could receive. They simply weren't strong enough to bring me to orgasm. It was like my body was unwilling to climax inside a woman who wasn't strong enough to endure my seed.

      Yavilla and Tavilla were a different story, thankfully. The two of them were already starting to recover from our first round, and I turned my attention back to them.

      "You'd best last a bit longer, this time," I said as Yavilla crawled back up to her knees.

      She wiped her face, slapping her own cheeks to regain her senses. "S-sorry, Master. I've just been waiting so long..."

      She stared at my cock longingly, as though she were a devout follower gazing at the symbol of her deity. Since she wanted to worship so badly, I let her.

      "Crawl to me," I commanded, and Yavilla obeyed.

      She placed one hand in front of the other, scurrying on her hands and knees until she knelt before me. My cock thrust proudly into her face, and I brushed it against the side of her cheek and waved it under her nose. She quickly understood my meaning and kissed the head.

      Tavilla stirred nearby, and soon she was crawling over to join her sister. As she scooched across the ground, she left a damp trail where her snatch touched the smooth wooden boards, leaving a line like a massive snail had slipped its way across the room. She joined her sister in worshiping my shaft, and the two Whitewood matriarchs lapped away their own fluids still lingering on me from our earlier session.

      "Hold your sister for me, Tavilla," I instructed as I hoisted Yavilla in the air and pushed my cock into her for the second time that day. My manhood claimed her sensitive place, and she let out a cry of ecstasy as she was filled once more.

      "Harder! Faster!" Yavilla begged.

      "A thrall shouldn't be giving orders," I rebuked even as I followed her request and thrust into her with speed and strength.

      Yavilla's core thrummed with pleasure. The little wisps of vitality leaking out of me filled her body, pushing her physical vessel to the limit. As I watched her, Yavilla's eyes glowed a brilliant shade of silver, shining like pale wood. Her lips curled back as she let out a long gleeful moan.

      I felt myself approaching the peak of my orgasm, and a small spurt of masculine seed spilled into her in preparation for my climax.

      That burst of vitality tipped Yavilla over some magical precipice, and her power surged unsteadily. Her aura appeared around me, taking the form of a gentle tree spirit that nurtured the world around it. I could feel the aura willing the dead wood of the manor to spring to life and begin growing again as though it had never been cut. Bark formed on the floor and walls, hard and tough but still as smooth as silk.

      Nine aspects of the layer appeared, indicating nine layers of true mage. I frowned in confusion. Wasn't Yavilla only an early true mage? Sure, I had left a few trinkets for her to cultivate with, but surely she couldn't have reached the peak of true mage so quickly? The only elves I knew who'd cultivated faster were my matriarchs back in the Hearthwood Clan.

      My seed spilled out of me in another small spurt as my climax built to greater heights. Yavilla broke first, and her body trembled in my hands with an orgasm that had her quivering and shaking like a fawn in a storm. Her mouth went wide and her eyes stared up at the ceiling, enraptured by the feeling of my cock inside of her while I thrust away.

      I looked around me and watched the nine layers of aura begin to stabilize. One by one, they started to blend together at the seams, as though each layer was becoming one. Joined at the waist with Yavilla as I was, I felt my will loom over hers like I was watching her internal struggle as she tried to reach the wizard realm.

      She strained her will, desperate to concentrate as her body trembled under the force of an orgasm, slurping up what vitality it could from my shaft plunged deep inside of her.

      The layers of her aura struggled to merge. They were so close to joining one another, but there was one stubborn layer that refused to budge. It was the ninth one, Yavilla's most recent advancement. It struggled to blend with the other portions of Yavilla's aura, but that fragment was something Yavilla needed if she wished to become a wizard.

      Her entire aura started to destabilize, and I started to worry for Yavilla. A failed attempt at the wizard realm could take her years to heal from, if it was even possible. A poorly joined aura could cripple an elf cultivator for life, leaving them forever stuck halfway between being a true mage and being a wizard.

      I did not want that fate for Yavilla. Though I didn't know her as well as my women back in the Hearthwood, she'd never done anything except profess an honest and ardent desire to serve me in any way she could. I needed to repay that devotion somehow.

      I pulled a spare Aura Condensing Talisman out of my Dimensional Storage. These once-precious talismans had become commonplace to me now that Argona had reverse-engineered the one I used and started making as many as she could get her hands on. I tossed the talisman in the air.

      Ordinarily, these talismans helped patch over an inadequate aura so a true mage could make it to the wizard realm, but they were also useful in stabilizing and stitching together an aura that wouldn't quite make the cut on its own.

      Normally, there was nothing one cultivator could do to assist in the breakthrough of another. But I was vastly more powerful than Yavilla. I had a special body, and two special auras, and we were also joined as intimately as two people could be joined. If anyone could reach into her mind and help her win this battle for her future, I could.

      So I pushed my mind outward, exploiting the power of my two primordial auras. I felt some barrier pressing in on me, like the laws of reality themselves were trying to push me back. But my will was as strong as iron. I pushed through them, forcing my will outward until I touched upon Yavilla's mind like it was an extension of my own. Strands of mind magic shot from my cock which joined us, traveling up her spine and spreading throughout her body like invisible puppet strings within her.

      I reached for her cultivation, taking control of it like how I often handed off control of cultivation tasks to one of my Parallel Thought minds. Only this time, I was the one doing the cultivating for Yavilla.

      One breath passed, and her aura barely held steady. I pulled on the stubborn fragment, and it started to break apart, leaving Yavilla with only nine joined aura fragments.

      "Stop," I commanded, and the aura froze before my will. I reached out a hand, and it took me a moment to realize the hand that rose was Yavilla's hand, not mine. Both of mine were wrapped around her waist, holding her in the air above my shaft as we both concentrated on her cultivation.

      Slowly, under my will forced through Yavilla's body, the aura fragment joined with the others, stabilizing a completed aura. The power receded from the chamber around us, seeping into Yavilla's skin.

      Yavilla Whitewood (Early Wizard, Level 30)

      Yavilla shuddered, letting out one final moan of ecstasy as I withdrew both my mind and my cock from her. She collapsed on the ground in a dripping, panting heap as she rode the afterglow of her continuous orgasms and the visceral joy of reaching the wizard realm.

      "Well done, Yavilla." I rubbed her head. "Only... I wasn't quite finished yet."

      My cock still jutted from my waist, slick and ready to plunge into a waiting elf. Only everyone around me was unconscious on the floor.

      Suddenly, the door swung open, and I realized a few people had been watching through a crack.

      "Sorry, Master. We didn't want to disturb you," Steward Elirin said. She stood naked in the hallway, shifting from one foot to the other. "Yorik told me to bring this true mage to you?"

      The true mage Yorik had found sneaking around earlier stood behind Elirin, covering herself with her hands as she blushed nervously. But then her eyes went to Yavilla on the ground, and a look of envy and anticipation filled her eyes.

      "I'm... um... willing to be your thrall, if you'll have me," the true mage said.

      I looked at my shaft, hard as a rock and pointing right at the new true mage. "I hope the two of you can finish me off."

      I had my way with Steward Elirin and her new friend. I wasn't prepared to take the new true mage as a thrall, but according to Elirin she'd signed on to become a guest elder of the Whitewood Clan for life. That was a big decision, but I was certain she came to it after careful consideration. I wasn't arrogant enough to think that the mere thought of my cock had her swear to serve the Whitewood Clan for the rest of her life. After all, I still didn't even know her name.

      In the end, Steward Elirin barely lasted ten minutes before she was a dripping, drooling mess, though lasting even that long was commendable at her cultivation level. The new true mage lasted the longest, and she was still begging for more when Tavilla woke up and climbed to her feet for a second round. In the end, she was the one to claim my climax, and I sprayed my seed all over her delicate lips.

      I painted her body white from head to toe, then turned to the others who'd worked so hard to pleasure me. Buckets of masculine seed went everywhere, covering the entire chamber. The extra vitality started seeping into the floors and walls as the newly resurrected wood of the manor fought to absorb it before the elves inside of the manor could lap it up with their tongues.

      Yorik showed up not long after to help direct the elves in cleaning up the aftermath, and I gave her a big warm kiss as she had the elves lick my shaft clean. All in all, it was a rather satisfying diversion. Once both me and Yavilla recovered our senses, she joined Elirin and the new true mage in helping me identify and contact the leaders of the elven rebellion in Moonbow City.

      "I have a task for you ladies," I began. "I want you to gather all the important wizards, true mages, and even some important mage acolytes. I will have Yorik do the same for the important orcs. We're going to put an end to any more senseless violence within the city. Everyone's going to sit down and I'm going to put this place to order. So says the Chief of the Blackgorge Tribe and the Patriarch of the Hearthwood Clan."
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      While my thralls went about spreading the word of my intentions to the leaders of the elf rebellion, I left with Yorik to help bring the orcs to heel. The easiest man of influence to get a hold of was Meldrik, since he was my direct subordinate.

      Meldrik had control over a small portal on the verge of closing in one of the small warehouse buildings in the city. He and the orcs from the Blackgorge Tribe who were remaining behind to oversee the evacuation had fortified their position and were on guard against a group of elves who were busy trying to break in.

      "One of the orcs in there is at the bronze realm!" a wizard bellowed. "If we can capture him and his friends, we'll earn more than enough money to rebuild our clans!"

      The wizard fired a spell at the warehouse in the form of a coiling serpent made of sickly purple smoke. A shimmering barrier appeared around the warehouse, fending off the spell before fading out of existence. The barrier must have been created with the orcish scripting language, and it was likely getting weaker as the World of Struggle and Strife drew further away.

      "Their barrier is almost broken! Be ready to rush inside as soon as it goes down!" the wizard instructed the true mages and mage acolytes arrayed in front of the warehouse.

      They all raised their weapons and cheered, eager to make war-prisoners of the Blackgorge Tribe.

      "I almost feel a little bad," one true mage remarked. "The Blackgorge Tribe has a sterling reputation, as far as orc savages go. I've never heard of one of them taking a thrall that wasn't completely willing. And their chief is supposed to be an incredibly handsome chaka."

      "Don't repeat the words of those pathetic and submissive thralls! That's just orc propaganda." The wizard snorted. "Everyone knows orcs are barbarian savages only good for manual labor. And soon all of the ones who'd had the nerve to come to our lands will pay for their mistake for the rest of their lives!"

      The besieging elf force all cheered again, and the wizard prepared another spell. A purple snake shot from her cupped palms, hurtling towards the barrier before the warehouse.

      I could tell by the weak flickering of the barrier that this one was going to get through if it wasn't stopped, so I jumped in front of it and let the offensive spell crash against my chest.

      "No one is taking anyone prisoner today," I announced as the spell dispersed harmlessly against my body.

      "It's him, Chief Blackgorge the chaka!" one of the true mages shouted. "Quick, if our wizard attacks with the rest of us supporting her, we might be able to take him down and take him prisoner as well. He must be worth a million orcs!"

      But the wizard stared at me with shaking knees and eyes full of terror. I think I vaguely recognized her as one of the wizards the Sunspire Queen had as a subordinate back at the capital.

      "Everyone, prepare your spells! We'll support you, miss wizard!" the true mage shouted.

      "I surrender!" the wizard said. She collapsed to her knees and pressed her head against the ground. "I rebelled against your rule as soon as you turned your back. Have mercy on me!"

      The true mages and all the mage acolytes stared at their wizard, not able to believe the strongest among them had given up without a fight and was now groveling before me.

      "Take your followers to the Whitewood Clan and do whatever they tell you," I instructed the wizard with a sigh.

      "Y-yes... of course!" The wizard looked up at me with an expression of hope and anxious anticipation in her eyes. "Whatever you say, Chief Blackgorge! As humble thralls, your word is our law." She bowed her head meekly and scurried away like a cat with her tail between her legs. One by one, the true mages and mage acolytes broke off to follow her.

      "You certainly arrived just in time, Chief!" Meldrik said as he emerged from the barrier behind us. “We've been stuffing as many of our people through the portal as we could, but I'm afraid we've lingered too long already. It's starting to destabilize and we can only get one of us through an hour at most. That furious band of elves would have broken through in another few minutes if you hadn't come along!"

      "Those elves are certainly quick to reignite their fighting spirit." I stared at the retreating group of elves scurrying towards the Whitewood Estate.

      "And they're just as quick to quench it once they know they're outmatched." Meldrik laughed. "Their behavior has shocked many an orc. I'm fascinated by the elven psyche. It's one of the reasons I was chosen to stay behind on this world on the Blackgorge Tribe's outpost. The elven mind is every bit as interesting as their tight little tushes." Meldrik let out a hearty laugh.

      I told Meldrik about my plan to set the city to order. Yorik got the rest of the Blackgorge Tribe secured and outfitted to head to the rally point I'd designated for all the orcs. I'd need everyone in a central location before I helped the orcs leave the city, because even someone of my power couldn't watch over every nook and cranny.

      "Understood, chief," Meldrik said. "We'll be there. Thank you for saving us. Getting captured by a couple of puny elves would have been an embarrassing end to my lengthy career as a respected warrior. I'm sure you've got many other orcs to save from such a fate, so we'll get out of your hair."

      "I will guard them," Yorik offered. At her current level of body cultivation, she'd be enough to contend with any wizard who might attack the Blackgorge Tribe.

      "Very well. I will see you both tonight."
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        * * *

      

      I spent the rest of the day breaking up fights between small bands of orcs and groups of elves. Sometimes there was a group of elves besieging a group of beleaguered orcs like had been the case for the Blackgorge Tribe. Other times, the band of orcs were oppressing a group of thralls and needed to be reminded of the honorable conduct the Book of the True Man demanded all orcs abide by.

      By the time the sky started turning dark, I'd broken up all the largest and most vicious groups on both sides. Everyone of power was heading to my designated rallying points, and my final few tasks were nothing more than seeing to a couple of heartwielders and ordinary orcs having a scuffle in the streets.

      "The orc pilgrimage is over," I announced. "All orcs shall return to their lands and world. There will be no further conflict within Moonbow City."

      During our brief reunion, Meldrik told me where the largest remaining groups of orcs were throughout the city and pointed out all known portal locations. The elves had done a good job about taking control over all but a few of them, and in doing so they'd made it so there was no way all the orcs in the city could return to their world before the portals closed completely.

      At that point, the remaining orcs’ only hope would be to flee south and hope Keergal, the only silver-realm orc permanently stationed on this continent, would be enough to protect them.

      I headed for the largest of these remaining orc strongholds. The orcs standing guard greeted me with all the respect due a Gold-Skin orc champion. News of my return had already spread through the orc ranks.

      "Chief Blackgorge! You're here at last to put this elven scourge down for good!" The guard saluted me with his hammer.

      "Chief Blackgorge! I want to be there when you place new collars on the leaders of the rebellion!"

      "I hope you spank those up-jumped thralls until they look at you with teary eyes and beg for forgiveness! Show those weak-willed elf women the might of a true man!"

      "I'm sure you'll have their undergarments exploding with one stern look! This rebellion will be crushed by morning."

      "Attention one and all!" I shouted to put the rancorous shouting to rest. Those who hadn't seen my arrival heard the bellow of my voice. My words carried through the air, reaching the ears of every orc.

      "I have noticed that my city has gotten a bit chaotic as of late. I am here to restore order."

      The orcs started cheering and chanting, and many of them drew their clubs or a fistful of iron elf-sized collars on chains, ready to burst forth and reconquer the city under my leadership. I held up my hands to get them to settle back down.

      "Lead us to victory, Chief Blackgorge!"

      "No, I'm not here for another conquest. The pilgrimage is over, and there's no point in conquering another city," I said. "After all, this city will be mine whether elf or orc rules over it."

      Quiet mutters ran through the crowd, and the orcs hesitantly began lowering their weapons.

      "I am here to restore order," I said. "My order. And that will start with the elves and thralls. Where is my Secretary of Thrall Acquisitions?"

      "The bureaucracy thralls?" an orc asked. "Don't worry, chief. We've been following your orders and having them stamp our papers and whatnot. They're locked inside that shed over there." Her jerked his thumb to a small building. The orcs had hammered a sign over it titled “city government”, and a few flickering shadows ambled about beyond the lowered windows.

      "Don't you worry, chief. We weren't sure if they were yours or not, so no man has even gazed upon them since you left. Of course, there are more than a few of us who wouldn't mind taking them off your hands if you don't want them. Most of the orc council members you appointed have already returned home, so it's just the elves running what's left of the council."

      I took a step that launched me through the air to land next to the council building. The window opened as I approached, and I leaned in to whisper to the elves inside.

      "I take it you're no longer running much of the city?"

      "I'm afraid we’re not much of a council anymore," said the elf beyond the windowpane. "The situation has dissolved beyond reasonable discourse, and the only reason the orcs haven't made thralls out of us is to honor you."

      "Then they've followed the letter of my orders, but not the spirit." I shook my head. "Worry not. As of this moment, you are free elves. That being said, I hope you stay with the city. Steward Elirin will need all the help she can get to have this place running after changing hands so many times."

      "You mean to say, we're not going to join the Whitewood Clan in becoming your thralls forever?" one spoke.

      I laughed. From the way she spoke, I might have even thought she was disappointed.

      I turned my attention back to the orcs.

      "Me and my fellows need to get as many thralls back home as we can before we leave!" a bronze-realm orc said. He must have been the leader of this band. He was guarding the largest portal that remained in the city, so he was likely the closest thing the orcs had left in terms of leadership besides Meldrik. While Meldrik was under pressure from that elven wizard and her subordinates, this orc had no doubt seized the power and influence up for grabs.

      "And we certainly wouldn't mind grabbing a few more elves on our way out," he continued. "You know, all this city council paperwork signing out thralls is really slowing us down. Our return home would go much faster if we made sure our thralls were taken honorably over to the World of Struggle and Strife."

      I raised my eyebrows. "And what if they weren't? Unwilling thralls wouldn't exactly have an easy time returning home."

      The orc shrugged, as though he didn't care much about that part. "I expect we can find a good master for just about any elf. Some might just need a bit more discipline than others before they become obedient thralls."

      I hid my distaste behind a smile. I didn't have time to deal with this right now, but I would by the time night fell.

      "Be in front of the Whitewood Estate at sundown. Everyone will have a chance to say their piece before we make peace in Moonbow City."
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        * * *

      

      I visited each of the orc strongholds one at a time before sundown. Eventually, I made my way back to the Whitewood Estate, where I found most of the people I'd met throughout the day already awaiting my arrival.

      Both elves and orcs were standing together, and the tension between the two groups was showing. Meldrik and the Whitewood Clan true mages were doing their best to keep the peace. Yorik and Yavilla stood between the two sections, fending back the tide of their respective peoples ready to plunge into battle.

      "You filthy wanton sluts!" one orc shouted. "What dishonor have you brought upon my brother! You bring shame on the name of our father, and his father before him!"

      "I caught your brother as honorably as you caught me!" an elf shouted as she rode on the shoulders of a blindfolded orc captive. "Besides, I've already paid the alchemists to fix him for me. He'll only be siring elf children now!"

      "You wretched little beast! When I catch you, I won't be making you a thrall!" The orc gnashed his teeth and looked like he was about to risk leaping over Yorik's shoulder into the crowd of elves.

      Yorik caught sight of him, but there were too many others who needed her attention. She couldn't stop the fighting everywhere, there were just too many orcs hungry for a fight. The same was true for Yavilla and the elves.

      "Enough!" I bellowed. My voice carried through the air, shaking the earth and ringing the ears of all who heard it. Elves and orcs alike winced back in visceral fear as someone so much more powerful than them spoke with harsh and uncompromising certainty in their words. "I ordered you all to come here in peace. The next person, orc or elf, who disappoints me again will become another statue outside the Governor's Estate."

      I jerked my thumb back to where a pair of orc statues stood frozen in terror. They were the last two to challenge me for control of the city.

      "Now I heard someone stating grievances just moments ago. Speak them now and I shall mediate."

      The orc who'd been shouting earlier stepped up before me.

      "This elf had the infuriating idea to kidnap my brother and take him like a thrall. Can you imagine the humiliation, an orc taken by an elf? If I leave him behind like this, it will be the shame of my entire bloodline!" The orc huffed in fury.

      "Let's hear what the orc in question has to say about it." I gestured to the elf and her new orc companion. The elf riding on his shoulders gave him a pat and he turned to address me.

      "I admit, I was nervous and humiliated when I was first captured," the captured orc said. "But now I realize I'm better off here, living among the elves with my new companion. I was never much of a warrior, and the Stone Muscle realm of body cultivation is as far as I'll ever go. But being taken in by an elf wizard and made her companion means I will live a life of comfort and luxury, and all I'll need to do is sire the occasional new elf. It is a better life than I would have back in the tribe." He turned to his brother. "I am sorry to our kin, brother. Please tell them I perished in battle."

      "You coward! Throw that elf off your shoulders and drag her back home with you if you love her so much!" The orc howled, readying his fist for an attack.

      I stepped in front of him and caught his outstretched fist in my hand. He was only at the bronze realm and wouldn't have been able to do any lasting harm to the wizard, but I needed to make a point.

      "I'm ruling in favor of the elf. My judgement is final. Question it at your peril." I set deadly eyes on the orc in question, and he let out an audible gulp.

      "...I’m sorry, Chief Blackgorge. I must be mistaken. That's not my brother. My brother... died in battle."

      I pushed him back into the crowd, then turned my gaze on the others gathered in wait. "Next!"

      One by one, elves and orcs stepped forward to voice their grievances. One by one, I resolved their disputes as best I could, choosing who was in the right as fairly as I could. Neither the orcs nor the elves were truly happy, but I would rather have them grumbling at me then at each other. If they continued to fight each other, they'd eventually level this city. But they could no more fight me than they could fight the sky above for raining on them. They knew that.

      "Those of you who have been watching these proceedings may have noticed that I am ruling from a certain set of principles," I announced. "I am working from principles laid down by Wargod Grognak himself. They're principles I share with him, and that I'm sure my old friends Samuel the Fateweaver and Dean the Destroyer would have approved of, were they standing here among us. Today, I will uphold the virtues of equal standing before the law, and of consenting service as written in the Book of the True Man. I will not allow any unwilling elf to be taken to the World of Struggle and Strife. Similarly, I will not allow any unwilling orc to be left behind on the World of Sanctuary and Serenity. When I leave Moonbow City, everyone will be heading where they choose to go.

      "To that end, I am installing my assistant, Steward Elirin, as well as the old members of the council, onto a board of inquiry to see out all the remaining cases of grievance in my name. They will judge each case based on the same merits I have used today, and they will work with the full weight of my name behind them. You will abide by their decisions, or there will be consequences."

      Mumbles of assent ran through the crowd, and I knew my words had been heard. A few people curled their fists in anger, but I saw looks of hope on the faces of a few captured elves and orcs and knew I'd done the right thing.
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        * * *

      

      When I returned to the Whitewood Estate, Yavilla and Tavilla were there waiting for me, along with that elven wizard I'd ordered to come here.

      "Master!" Yavilla said cheerily. "I still haven't had the chance to thank you for helping me break through to the wizard realm! With my new power, I'm sure I'll be able to take you for at least a full thirty minutes."

      "Nor will you need to thank me, Yavilla." I inclined my head. "You and your kin have been wonderful hosts for me and mine, and the help you've brought me has been more than enough to repay any favors I've done for you. You no longer have need of my protection, so it is unfair for me to continue holding the threat of thrallhood over you. As of this moment, Yavilla of the Whitewood Clan, I release you and your kin from any bonds of thrallship. You are freed from your oaths and may do as you wish. Your fates are yours to decide."

      "B-but, Master!" Yavilla said with a face full of confusion. "We love serving you, and we've stayed loyal. Why are you throwing us away?"

      I held up a hand. "You don't need to try to please and flatter me anymore, Yavilla. I've protected you and your clan from the orcs and kept you safe under my name. That's all I promised to do, and you've repaid me in full already. As a parting gift, I'm leaving you with a few items of little use to me. Aura fragments and common pills useful for progressing through mage acolyte and true mage. Help your clan grow strong. Perhaps you can one day claim the mantle the Moonbow Clan left behind."

      I reached into my Dimensional Storage for a spare bag of holding and tossed the bag to Yavilla. She stared at the bag like it was a snake in her hands, ready to bite her.

      "I'm sure we'll meet again, Yavilla." I winked. "If we ever see each other in the capital of Deania, I wouldn't mind sharing a drink and toasting to the times we shared together."

      I turned to leave, but Yavilla dashed forward. "I've heard you mention the Hearthwood Clan before. You're the patriarch, right?"

      "That's correct." I cocked my head curiously.

      "And I've heard rumors that you take in all sorts there. Anyone with a useful skill?" Yavilla continued.

      "Mhm."

      "Then I'd like to visit the Hearthwood Clan to see if me and my kin can ply our trade there."

      "I hope you're not coming on my account," I said. "I'm not your master anymore, now that you no longer need my name to protect you from the orcs."

      "This would be our decision," Yavilla insisted.

      "Then of course you and your clan will be welcome in the Hearthwood any time." I smiled and gave Yavilla one last fond pat on the head. Tavilla ran forward to join her sister. There was wetness visible in the corners of her eyes, and she leaned forward so I could run my fingers through her hair as well.

      After saying goodbye to the two overly emotional and newly freed thralls, I went about the city telling the rest of my former belongings the good news. Now that the pilgrimage was over I was officially setting everyone free. Steward Elirin filed the paperwork herself.
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      With the Chief of the Blackgorge Tribe and likely the largest-scale thrall-keeper in the entire city leading by example and freeing all of his thralls, I started getting much more cooperation from both the orcs and the elves.

      "Chief Blackgorge gave up so many beautiful elf women to make this happen," an orc said. "We have to see this diplomatic venture through, even if it is with elves ordinarily unworthy of respect."

      "Maybe this Chief Blackgorge isn't the tyrant some of you have been saying he is," an elf said. "I've spoken to a few members of the Whitewood Clan. They're all terribly disappointed at being set free. Apparently, having him as a master was better than living under the rule of the Moonbow Clan. They had more freedom and free cultivation supplies as thralls than their old rulers allowed them as citizens. I can scarcely imagine the privileges those he truly values enjoy."

      "You mean to say Chief Blackgorge is as generous as he is handsome?" Another elf gasped.

      I stood before the newly reassembled council. Orc members had to be reappointed after so many of them had returned to the World of Struggle and Strife, but this new batch had been elected instead of granted their positions through the might of arms.

      Behind them, all the important members of their two peoples stood in anxious anticipation, awaiting what came next. There were a noticeably larger number of elves left in the city than orcs after so many returned home, but most of the orcs were prepared to fight their way south by whatever means necessary, and every elf knew orcs could make a formidable fighting force given half a chance.

      "Alright, everyone, we're going to hammer out a deal that's going to satisfy everyone. No one is leaving this table for any reason until we've made progress, understood?"

      I was met with nods all around. Under my guidance, this impromptu grouping of representatives started making swift progress, starting with how the orcs would evacuate Moonbow City.

      A few wanted to use what little time the portals had left and head home that way. The trouble was all but a few portals had shrunk until they were barely large enough to get an elf through, let alone a brawny orc. Those at bronze realm and above could still teleport across, but that didn't help the many stranded Stone-realm orcs.

      Most of them could only head south to the orc outpost at Deania's border, where they would join their kin in maintaining a lasting orc presence on the World of Sanctuary and Serenity in preparation for the next pilgrimage. Either that, or hope for a void ship to ferry them between worlds.

      Someday soon, their equivalent would exist for elves on the orc world. My relationship with the Blackgorge tribe meant many already thought of the orc fortresses to the south less like invaders and more like an embassy. In the future, that would be even more true, but for now some conflict was still inevitable.

      In general, the orcs were all planning to leave, which was exactly what most of the elves wanted. Well, to be more accurate most of the elves wanted the orcs leaving the city in chains to be sold off as laborers or entertainers, but having them flee from Deania's lands like whipped dogs was almost as entertaining to them.

      The only problem was the orcs didn't just want to drop everything and go. Nor did I want them to suddenly leave and let everything I'd built go through yet another dramatic upheaval. That also wasn't in the orcs’ own best interest. They wanted to sell their conquered property and merchandise off to the elves for whatever they could get.

      Luckily for the elves, the orcs weren't able to bargain for much more time in the city, which meant that everything they owned had to go and it had to go as quickly as possible. So the elves had the rare opportunity to buy as much as they wanted at rock-bottom prices. Storefronts, manors, and luxurious homes all went for scraps. Generations of wealth were changing hands, going to the lucky and ambitious.

      All of Moonbow City's truly wealthy residents had left long before the orcs arrived, surrendering their homes and their assets in the process as a new government formed for the city. All of the city's assets were redistributed into the hands of ambitious and hardworking elves ready to use them to their full capacity. Generations of decadence had left Moonbow City's upper crust wanting relative to the rest of the country, and they'd reinvested very little of their wealth back into the city they lived in. That divide in wealth been partly to blame for why they'd been defeated so quickly in the wake of the orc invasion. Once the Moonbow Clan was defeated, there was no one else strong enough to resist.

      After dealing with matters of property and merchandise, I had a few weddings to perform. As it happened, not all the orcs were hell-bent on complete domination of their elven partners, and not all elves wanted the same for any orc companions they were taking under the protection of their clan. In some cases, the two parties merely entered into a business agreement for mutual benefit, to the joy of both of them. Though none of them called the ceremonies weddings, I was happy to declare such parties joined.

      I'd heard the Bluefield Matriarch had been freed after serving her contract, and she was returning to Bluefield City to restore order to her clan and her lands, but the same would not be happening for Moonbow City. The deal the Moonbow Matriarch had agreed to with Keergal of the orcs had been far more one-sided, and she was unlikely to return for at least a few decades.

      That meant the Moonbow Clan wouldn't be able to control the region as they once did. Without a wizard, they were just another clan of true mages. That power vacuum would destabilize the entire region. For a while, I'd hoped Yavilla would step in to fill the gap, but she wasn't paying the slightest bit of attention to local politics like I hoped. If I wanted to keep Moonbow City in line, I'd need to extend the hand of the Hearthwood Clan from afar and support Steward Elirin directly.

      Thankfully, not many of the wizards who the orcs had brought in from our conquests outside of Deania elected to stay within the city. Some of them were heading home, although many of them had lost their homes completely.

      The wizards and true mages we'd captured had been those left behind by their respective clans to guard their rear while they sent the bulk of their assets to fight against the capital of Deania. With nearly a hundred percent fatality rate for that disastrous expedition, many of them had no clans left worth mentioning.

      So the road was being largely paved clear for Steward Elirin to run this city, just as she had through three occupations already. At this point, she was an old hand at governing under pressure, and I was certain the queen would approve of me maneuvering to keep her in charge. I said as much to the council.

      "Steward Elirin is the most capable governor the city could hope for," I said. "She knows this place inside and out, and she's put up with takeovers and invasions aplenty. She was the hand at work behind the Moonbow Clan, behind the orcs who took over after they were defeated, and behind me. I will leave the decision up to a vote from the council, but she has my unwavering support."

      Perhaps I'd scared the council one time too many with my threats of 'be agreeable or face my wrath,' but they voted unanimously to support keeping Steward Elirin in charge of the city's government. Technically I would remain the city's governor, but I officially handed off all responsibilities to Steward Elirin.

      "You can call me if and when people start giving you problems," I said as I handed Elirin the official documentation.

      "And what about personal calls?" Steward Elirin asked. "After being your thrall... well... let's just say I don't think I'll ever be satisfied with anyone else."

      "I'll pop in now and again to see how you're doing," I laughed. "And an administrator as talented as you is welcome to pop into the Hearthwood at any time. I have a woman named Illiel who does this sort of thing back home. I think you'd like her. Maybe you can share paperwork tips sometime."

      "Understood," Steward Elirin said as she glanced at the paper in front of her. "This says I get eight weeks off a year. I think I know where I want to spend them."

      The few wizards who agreed to remain in the city were all only at the early level. That was fortunate for us, because it meant that all of them together would keep the balance of power in the city relatively stable.

      I trusted Steward Elirin to play each of them off each other to ensure the wizards were nothing more than respected locals without too much say in governing affairs. And if they tried to start pressuring her anyway, I could always send in one of my girls from the Hearthwood to set them straight.

      With the affairs of Moonbow City well in hand, Yorik and I headed back to the Teleportation Array.

      "I'll be back to check on things in a week!" I said to Steward Elirin as I left. "You have a transmission stone that reaches the Hearthwood's network. Don't be afraid to use it!"

      "I will tell you if there are any problems," Steward Elirin assured. "Safe journeys, Master!"

      She still hadn't dropped that habit, even after I reminded her of her freedom. At this point, I was beginning to think she was doing it to tease me. My vision faded, and the Teleportation Array took me back to the Hearthwood.
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        * * *

      

      Dealing with the orcs turned out to go relatively smoothly, but when I returned to my room in the Whitewood Estate, I realized I had a familiar guest waiting for me.

      "Putting Moonbow City to order, I see." My guest turned her head, casting long silver locks down her back, where they sat perfectly straight. She had one hand on her chin and the look in her eyes would seem cold to most people.

      "Tivana!" I held my arms out, wrapping her up in an embrace. She froze for a moment, but there was no longer any need for shyness between us. After Tivana's mother all but ordered us to screw by royal decree, everyone knew what we were.

      Slowly, Tivana returned the embrace. She wrapped her hands around my sides and pulled me in. When she did so, I leaned in and planted a kiss on her cheek, earning a bit of a blush from the stoic princess. Here in private, I could actually arouse a bit of a reaction from her.

      "You came to visit me," I said happily.

      "I came to ensure that Moonbow City was being properly reintegrated into the Deanian Queendom," Tivana protested.

      I raised an eyebrow. "Your mother said you were banned from your princess duties until you gave her... what was it? A hundred eggs?"

      Tivana blushed. "Well... I may have told the guards at the Teleportation Array that I was coming to see you. But it was only an excuse to get work done. But, all the same, I am glad to see you."

      "Of course," I chuckled, wrapping Tivana up tighter. "You're just a treat."

      Tivana softened in my hands, like cold clay warming to my touch. "You will be returning to the Hearthwood soon? Your daughter Comela has already given me the tour, but I would like to see the place by your side."

      "Gladly," I said. "Let's head home together."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Tivana and I had a bit of work to do in Moonbow City. That mostly meant walking her around until she was satisfied that I already had things well in hand. With her mother putting her on a royally enforced vacation, she couldn’t give any orders even if she wanted.

      “Your mother isn’t here to see,” I suggested, waggling my eyebrows.

      “She’d know.” Tivana shivered. “She always knows.”

      The way she spoke suggested Tivana had tried to disobey her mother’s orders when she wasn’t looking and failed. I didn’t envy her. Having an eccentric demigod for a mother had to be difficult. I can’t imagine she got away with much as a newly manifested little elf.

      “Princess Tivana! Is that you? Were you captured by Chief Blackgorge as well?” a true mage asked as soon as she spotted Tivana.

      I wrapped my arm around her. “Hardly. Tivana’s saved my life several times, and she’s very special to me and here of her own volition.”

      I felt her tense beneath me and out of the corners of my eyes, I sensed a heated flush paint her cheeks.

      “Theo’s freed you and your friends,” Tivana said. “Behave yourselves and rebuild the city just as he says.”

      “I... understand, princess. My heart has eased knowing the royal family supports Chief Blackgorge’s orders for peace.”

      The elf scurried off, as did any others who recognized Tivana. When she’d seen enough of Moonbow City and saw everything was well on the path to recovery, we headed back to the Hearthwood together.
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        * * *

      

      “Welcome back to the Hearthwood, patriarch!” a pair of elves greeted us upon our return.

      They were each at the very peak of the mage acolyte rank, and I was embarrassed to say I didn’t even know their names. Mere months ago, they would have been among the strongest members of the Hearthwood Clan at their current level of power. But everyone had grown so much as of late between the nexus seals opening, the zeal crystals and cultivation arts available, and the sheer quantity of ambient zeal that even the peak of mage acolyte was becoming unimpressive.

      More true mages were moving to the city by the day. Even if I and my women and children packed up our things and left, the current Hearthwood would already have the raw power to compete with the spirelords of Bronzeridge.

      “Thank you both. At ease, Tivana and I don’t plan on going anywhere else today,” I said to them both, marking their faces so I could ask Mac to identify them for me later.

      “Yes sir!” The elves saluted.

      When we were out of earshot, Tivana leaned in close to speak with me. “Their ironwood armor seemed well-used. It’s odd to see. The portal guards at the palace usually have swords and armor that shine like new mirrors.”

      “There is no shortage of battle-tested warriors in the Hearthwood. Yorik likes to make sure that those who guard us are prepared to fight if they need to. But enough of that, I have something romantic planned for us.”

      I took Tivana in hand, leading her down the streets of the Hearthwood.

      “A... date?” Tivana said, voice catching on her own words.

      “Exactly!” I grinned as I pulled her onward. “Let’s go!”

      The two of us headed to the edge of the city and beyond it, towards the original Songstone encampment. The crude walls were nothing compared to the city in the forest's heart, but I remembered building them with nothing more than a few weak and primitive spells.

      “These look like your handiwork, though cruder than I’m used to seeing,” Tivana said as she pointed to the packed sandstone walls.

      I chuckled. “Yeah, that was one of my early designs from before I had the power I have access to now. But we didn’t come for that. We’re going peach picking!”

      Tivana glanced at me, and I gestured to the sprawling fields around the settlement, all planted with Solar Essence Peaches of various sizes. Nela had planted these things herself when she was learning what it meant to be a matriarch. They were a symbol of hope to all the outcast survivors from the slaughter of the Songstone Clan and had helped her and the others focus themselves on rebuilding what they'd lost.

      Their rivals, the Sakaku Clan, destroyed them. Ostensibly it had been because the Songstone Clan had planted fields of mystic fruits, which was directly in competition with the Sakaku Clan’s main source of revenue. But in reality, it all happened because of Tim and the Cult of the Unblinking Eye.

      I said as much to Tivana, repeating a story I had told her before. But now, with visuals and going into greater detail than ever before, I saw her eyes glaze over with a child-like look of imagination. I liked the way she looked when lost in a story. Her shoulders slumped and her back softened. She didn’t even blush or squirm as I wrapped my arm tighter around her and pulled her so close I could feel her hot breath against my shoulder.

      It wasn’t until I finished my story that she realized I’d been cupping her ass in one hand the entire time I’d been speaking. It was just as toned and perky as it looked.

      “And that’s how the Songstone Clan came to be part of the Hearthwood Clan. Of course they’d later have their revenge on the Sakaku Clan. I’m sure you’ve seen Nela and her favorite pet, Sharian? She was actually the young lady of highest standing in the Sakaku Clan and was supposed to be one of their future matriarchs, but...”

      I felt a hand on my own ass. Instead of pulling away, Tivana had pulled herself closer and was grabbing me the same way I was grabbing her.

      “What?” Tivana said innocently. “Continue your story, dear.”

      I sensed the smile behind her innocent expression. She was having as much fun as I was. I pulled her closer against me, glad I’d finally brought out the long-repressed, playful and teasing side of Tivana. Perhaps this was the true version of her, long buried beneath a mountain of responsibility. I hoped to see her like this more often from now on.

      So I continued my story as we walked through the orchard. The Songstone Clan elves wandering among the trees pruning branches waved us through as we walked.

      “Patriarch! A few of the trees just east of here are already in full bloom.” One clanswoman pointed, and Tivana and I followed her finger until we found the tree she was referring to.

      Tivana’s eyes lit up as we found the area the elf had been speaking of. “These peaches are all at the three-star realm. I sense there might even be a few four-star peaches among them... you know these would be worth a fortune back in the capital, right?”

      I grinned. “That’s what we grow them for, Tivana. Each three-star potion can help a true mage. And each four-star potion can help a wizard. If we’re lucky, there might even be a five-star peach somewhere in these fields for you. If not, we could check those we transplanted to the Hydroponic Farm.”

      “Are you sure it’s alright to simply take these?” Tivana asked as her hand caressed the lip of a Solar Essence Peach.

      “Of course.” I reached out and plucked the ripe magical peach, placing it in Tivana’s hand. It thrummed with life and light. “Truth be told, we vastly over-planted. The fields here in the Hearthwood are already ten times the size of the old Songstone Clan fields. If we were to sell everything our orchards were producing, we’d crash the price across the entire kingdom. There are enough peaches here to have every light-aspect true mage cultivator in Deania eating these things for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. We were already talking about making wine from a portion of the fields, since yields have been so high and fresh peaches don’t transport well, even in a bag of holding. But I expected the demand for magical wine will make what we can produce an in-demand good the world over.”

      Tivana still seemed skeptical, so I took a bite of the peach in my hand before passing it back to her. Finally, she took a small nibble herself.

      “Sweet, right?” I grinned as she nodded. I brushed a bit of peach off her face, and she blushed at how close we were.

      “I...” Tivana’s voice trailed off as I pulled her close and gazed into her eyes. There was a heat there, a barely repressed intensity of desire she didn’t know how to express.

      I showed her how. Leaning down, I placed one hand on the back of her head and gently pressed my lips against hers.

      I was soft and gentle. Some of my other women liked me to invade their mouth with my own and hold them so tight while I kissed them that I enveloped them completely. But beneath her royal mask, Tivana was a shy and tender soul. And so, with the gentlest of touches, I pressed my lips against hers. She was even sweeter than the peaches.

      Her body tensed in my arms, then went soft. I guided her, taking the lead as my experienced lips showed her untouched ones what to do. From the tension in her limbs and from what she’d told me about growing up as a princess, I didn’t doubt that this was her first kiss. I wanted to make sure it was one she would remember.

      Her tongue was hot, and her lips uncertain. I pulled her closer to me, more with each passing moment. My hands traced down her hips and up her shoulders and around the nape of her neck.

      At our level of power, the two of us hardly needed to breathe. I pulled her close for entire minutes, holding our breaths the entire time.

      I opened my eyes. The light overhead had dimmed, and the two of us were on the ground. The neatly trimmed lush grass was soft beneath us, smelling freshly cut and mixing with the falling peach blossoms around us.

      Tivana looked up at me, sensing I had opened my eyes. We stared into each other silently and wordlessly. She wasn’t done yet, and neither was I. But she didn’t have it in her to make the next move.

      She looked like she was about to speak, but I held a finger over her lips.

      “Shh. You don’t need to speak.”

      Her heart was beating far faster than any sorcerer’s should except in the heat of combat, and her skin felt as warm as hot coals. My hands trailed up under her shirt as I knelt over her waist. The buttons popped free one by one and her shirt spread open on the grass beneath her.

      Under that finely woven blouse was a set of tight bindings wrapped around her chest, held together by a small string in the center. I pulled and they came undone. Tivana’s breasts spilled out on top of her, firmer and larger than I would have thought from the way she usually dressed.

      The pale and tender skin there felt soft beneath my fingers. Without even realizing it, I’d started running my hands along the sensitive skin there, flicking my fingers against her perky nipples.

      They stood proudly in the cool breeze as I touched them. Tivana bit her lip, and the way she squirmed told me that no man or woman had ever made her feel like this before.

      Her fingers curled tight as she gripped the grass beneath her. Her eyes were wide, staring intently into mine as I roamed her chest and toyed with her breasts. Her breaths turned quick and panting as she stared up at me with quivering and nervous eyes.

      “Are you nervous?” I asked Tivana.

      She tried to say no, but found she wasn’t able to.

      I laughed and flopped down on to the grass beside her, hand still over her bare breasts as I whispered in her ear.

      “It’s okay, Tivana. This shouldn’t be stressful. The opposite, in fact.”

      I held her in place, doing nothing more than comforting her with my body and words.

      “I... I’ve trained for this. M-my mother always said she would find a good dual cultivation partner for me. It was how she reached the demigod realm, after all...” Tivana explained. “I have a duty to the people of Deania to grow strong enough to protect them. I... I can’t afford to mess up.”

      I planted a kiss on the back of her neck. “Too bad then. And here I thought you were enjoying yourself. Don’t worry though. We’ll wait a month, a year, or a century. Whatever it takes.”

      “W-what?” Tivana stuttered. “No, my mother gave us that requirement! We need to give her a hundred grandchildren!”

      I shook my head. “I don’t care about your mother. Or your country. I care about you.”

      Tivana was silent for a long moment. I felt her hand wrap around my own, still kneading her breast between my fingers. My message probably would have been better received if I’d pulled it back, but the adorable blush on Tivana’s cheeks whenever I touched her there was just too delightful. I couldn’t resist the temptation to play with her some more, even if this was all she was ready for.

      “You really care more about me than anything else...” Tivana’s voice trailed off. It wasn’t really a question, just her speaking aloud.

      “I do. I care about you a lot, Tivana. After all, we’ve been through together, I think... no... I know that I love you. Even if your mother had banished you forever and stripped you of your title as princess, you’d still be welcomed by my side. Even if you were a hated tyrant instead of a beloved protector, I’d still love you.”

      She turned in my grip, looking me in the eye again. And for the first time, she did something of her own volition.

      She flipped herself over until she was lying on my chest. Our lips met again, and this time she took the lead. Her hands went to my shirt, pulling it free. I helped her and tossed it on the grass beneath us. Tivana struggled with my belt. I’d had it made after the fashion I was used to back on Earth, and the unfamiliar latch mechanism was difficult for unpracticed hands to tear aside. I helped her with one hand, the other stripping her clothes from her in one smooth motion.

      Peach blossoms fell around her shoulders as I exposed her bare body, and the twilight sunlight shone down overhead. The shortcut grass waved around us, tickling Tivana’s sides. The earth beneath her might have helped with the tickling too, but only because the zeal around the Hearthwood was so quick to obey my slightest whims.

      “Are you sure?” I asked Tivana one final time as she straddled my waist.

      She answered me with a kiss. I closed my eyes and wrapped my hands around her back. As I felt her warm lips against mine once again, I felt her hand reaching lower to my groin.

      Blood flowed there, pumping my length to greater stiffness with each passing moment. Tivana’s hand was like opening the floodgates, and my cock sprung to life in her grip until her hand felt small against my prodigious girth.

      Tivana’s eyes widened, and she looked worried when we finally broke our kiss.

      “Is it supposed to be so big?” Tivana asked. “I... I don’t know if I can.”

      I chuckled. “Relax. We’ll work your way up to that.”

      Through a conscious effort of will, I focused on my body cultivation, readjusting my size to something far more modest. Though this ability had originally been one of the most minor powers my body cultivation had granted me. I was growing more grateful for it with every passing day. While I was normally proud of my monstrous size, without the ability to control it at will, my usual state was too big for an inexperienced woman like Tivana.

      Tivana still looked nervous, so with a sigh, I shrunk myself down a bit more to about what I remembered myself being before I’d even started cultivating. I felt her hands press me against her entrance and the head of my shaft felt her damp heat.

      The wetness of her slit dripped down my shaft. I couldn’t bend over to look locked in a kiss with Tivana as I was, but if any of my other women were as wet as Tivana was now, they would have jumped me hours ago.

      The familiar feeling of slipping between an elf’s silken folds enveloped my shaft as Tivana took me in at her own pace. It was slower and clumsier than I was used to, but I paid it no mind. This was Tivana, and I loved her for who she was. Besides, we would have plenty of time together. Before long, she’d be as skilled at sex as she was with her spells.

      I felt the tension give as she rallied her nerve and let her body drop against mine. I surged into her, piercing her deepest depths. Tivana threw her head back, biting her lip as a moan fought to escape her lips. Eventually, she gave in.

      Her eyes were wide and her breaths came in slow, unsteady pants. I could feel her heartbeat and the contractions of her inner walls against my shaft.

      As gently as a falling feather, I shifted my hips, rhythmically pulling myself out of Tivana the smallest bit before plunging back in. Frozen above me, Tivana panted and steadied herself, growing used to the unfamiliar feeling of having me inside of her.

      “It... it isn’t as scary as I thought.” Tivana let out a small laugh before eventually breaking into a smile.

      “It shouldn’t be scary at all,” I laughed back. “Now that you’re settled, how about you let me take the lead?”

      Tivana nodded her head, and in a moment I twisted my hips and flipped her backward onto the grass atop our scattered clothes. I planted a kiss on her cheek as I cupped her breasts in my hands. My touch enthralled her, and she was as dazed as a mouse standing before a cat. There was nervousness in her eyes, but it was overshadowed by her trust in me.

      I plunged into her again, slow and steady as I watched her eyes. My World Titan Fiendbody touched upon her body through our connection, and for a moment, the two of us became one. My mind magic reached out as well, and I sensed Tivana’s thoughts as they milled through her clouded mind. Her thoughts and feelings were as plain to me as my own.

      I was a musician, and her body was my instrument. Together, the two of us filled the air with delighted cries and blissful moans. We composed a song of life and beauty. Need and desire. Desperate lust satisfied at last.

      Tivana’s first climax came to her smoothly and naturally. Her fingers tore at the grass beneath us, and the thrashing of her legs was so great a normal elf or human would have died in her embrace. But I was no mortal man and I only held her all the tighter in return.

      I pushed Tivana down into the grass, kissing her as I slowed my strokes while she became even more sensitive to my touch. She regained some of her senses and realized she’d forgotten something.

      “C-cultivate... we... we’re supposed to be dual cultivating...” Tivana said between panting breaths.

      I chuckled, low and husky. “You’re the expert in that, Tivana. Lead the way.”

      I had studied the royal family’s dual cultivation technique in my spare time. The queen promised that Tivana was well versed in the ability and had spent countless hours in meditation and theory, preparing for the day she’d find a partner capable of performing the cultivation-enhancing technique with her. Invented by my old friend Dean, this technique would allow both elf and man to grow ever more powerful the more they practiced it.

      I’d had my doubts about the technique, not that I’d ever voice those doubts out loud. Most of Dean’s creations proved to be more comical or lecherous than practical. I hadn’t had high hopes, but if Dean’s technique could allow me and my women to gain even the smallest bit of power from our favorite pastime, it would be a boon worth more than everything else he’d ever done for me.

      But the royal family’s Dual Cultivation Technique surpassed all my wildest expectations.

      From me, Tivana drew a tiny wisp of vitality, earth, and mind zeal. I let her brewing technique take all it pleased. Though she drew heavily on my wizard cultivation, she couldn’t hope to tap the Gold-Skin power of my World Titan Fiendbody dry.

      Moments later, the power returned to me, mingled with Tivana’s own spatial zeal. I wrapped the power up, working to remember my half of the ritual. It came back to me as I pressed my shaft deep into Tivana once again. I added more power to the growing nexus of energy, growing it into an ever greater mass of power held together by our connection to each other and our combined will.

      Joined as we were, zeal flowed through us both as though we were one body. With each layer, the nexus of zeal grew until the energy we were passing between us held most of our combined reserves of power, along with everything we could scrounge from the earth and space around us. It was the densest mass of concentrated zeal I’d ever seen.

      I felt Tivana tense again as she approached a second orgasm. Her panting breaths came closer together, and she twitched beneath me. She closed her eyes and bit her lip, pulling me close once more.

      Her half of the shared mass of zeal grew unsteady, and when I passed it back to her one final time she was unable to return it.

      Tivana enveloped the energy, and the nexus of zeal broke apart. But instead of crumbling and exploding, my lingering will upon it held the nexus of zeal together until Tivana could grab hold of it. As I held it in place for her, she pulled and pried at it, combining the incredibly dense space zeal that was part of the nexus we’d made and adding it to her own cultivation. When she was done, I reached out to grab bits and pieces of the earth zeal we’d concentrated.

      I felt my power growing. It wasn’t by leaps and bounds, but it was growing. If my power was a lake, doing this had drilled a deeper depth. Though my lake of power appeared no vaster to the naked eye, there was now more of it ready to answer my call.

      While I had benefited from the experience, Tivana’s face locked up and I realized she’d encountered something far greater. There was a distant look in her eyes, and she seemed to gaze off into the worlds above us. I sensed her power flow through her, and when it faded, she was stronger than ever before.

      Princess Tivana of Deania (Level 44, Mid Sorcerer)

      Tivana panted, looking at me with a bright smile on her face.

      “You broke through to mid sorcerer!” I said happily. Every bit of cultivation progress made at Tivana’s level was something worth celebrating.

      “I... I saw a memory. You were using earth zeal. You were fighting the Sunspire King, and he transferred his wound onto you. The crown he used... there was space magic in there, and now I think I know what kind.”

      “You saw my memories?” I asked.

      Tivana nodded. “And gained enlightenment from them. Mother said that doesn’t happen often. We were lucky.”

      I chuckled. “It might not happen often to other people, but I have a little trick for these sorts of things. In a large enough statistical universe, anything that can happen will happen.”

      “What does that mean?” Tivana asked.

      “It means we’re going to have to do this many more times.”

    

  







            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Tivana and I stayed busy late into the night, but by the time dawn was coming up I figured it was about time I officially announce my return to the Hearthwood. Though I'd come back with Tivana, I hadn't shown my face to anyone besides the teleporter guards and the elves working the Solar Essence Peach orchard. Besides, Tivana would need a break, considering how new she was at this. Spending her first time going all day and all night was a little too much for her, and I had to carry her home in my arms to sleep her exhaustion off.

      I returned to find the Hearthwood much as I'd left it. My children were scurrying about on their daily duties, and most of my matriarchs were either cultivating or doing the same.

      The place was as busy as it ever was, but there was still plenty for me to do. Katiana wanted me to sit on the city council. So many members of the council were in seclusion right now trying to break through to true mage that half the seats were empty, and they needed more votes to get any motions passed.

      As the Patriarch of the Hearthwood Clan, I held the votes of all missing council members in trust, as well as holding several votes in my own name. That meant my presence was more than enough to put an end to any deadlocks that had appeared over the last few months to keep the wheels of progress turning.

      "Alright then." I slapped a hand down on the table once it became clear there was nothing standing in the way of building a new set of roads than the fear of upsetting a couple of minor merchants. I didn't care about that sort of thing, because those minor merchants couldn't hope to pressure me in the slightest.

      "These new roads need to be built, and this is where it makes sense to build them, right through the center of town to provide access to as much of the city as possible."

      "But, patriarch! We've already promised so much of that land to various merchant groups!" said a council member I didn't recognize. "What if they cut off trade relations with us from a perceived slight? The Hearthwood could lose out on important mercantile interests!"

      "If they wish to leave, then they are welcome to do so. I'm building the road here. Others will come to claim the opportunities they are leaving behind. Besides, they'll still have their storefronts and land. I'm not getting rid of them after all, I'm simply moving the city." I pushed my seat aside and started walking towards the hatch in the floor leading to the city below. The crowd watching the council chamber proceedings parted before me with bowed heads and looks of deep respect.

      "What do you mean, moving the city?" the new council member said as she climbed to her feet to join me.

      "Tag along and watch." I beckoned them over even as I dropped through the hatch in the floor. The rickety rope ladder had long since been replaced by a long winding staircase, but for me simply jumping to the ground would always be fast.

      I landed lightly on my heels after a mere ten-story fall, and I surveyed the subject of my upcoming working of magic while the council members and everyone seated to watch the proceedings piled out to join me and figure out what I was doing.

      I stood before a narrow dirt path. The elves walking it had to shoulder each other aside to pass each other, and the path itself wound around trees and buildings with little care for planning. My daughters had taken over zoning regulations for this area of the city far too late, and most of these structures had sprung up organically as ambitious elves set up shop one way or another.

      The narrow confines would have rendered this entire region of the city nearly unusable if not for the fact that rope bridges stretching from the gargantuan trees overhead connected parts of the city as easily as paths on the ground. That, and the fact that our most important members all had access to flying swords to make getting where they needed to go faster.

      But those were necessities for life in the Hearthwood that shouldn't have been needed. I wanted every elf to be able to get where they wanted to go quickly and easily. Climbing those swinging rope ladders dangling from trees was easy enough for the mage acolytes, but most of the heartwielders had no more strength in their limbs than an ordinary human. Hours of walking through the city and ascending endless ladder rungs was bound to leave them exhausted before they even reached their destinations.

      And there was no way anyone could haul more than a backpack's worth of goods up those ladders and through those narrow allies. That was fine for those that could afford bags of holding, but again most heartwielders were too poor for such niceties, even in a country like Deania where spatial magic was far more commonplace than in other regions thanks to it being the specialty of the royal family.

      There were no rooms for mounts or wagons, and even a wheelbarrow would clot the entire street. This small dirt path had been acceptable for a tiny village on the rise, but with so many people in the Hearthwood these days such small roads were unacceptable.

      No, this part of the city needed good roads, and I didn't care who was standing between me and building them. Given our current rate of growth, I wanted enough room for two lanes of fully laden wagons heading either direction to be able to pass through the city, with room to walk on either side and some space reserved for another train system within the city itself.

      This was going to take a lot of space. If I had simply ordered it done, the city council could have completed it, but doing so would have involved demolishing many of the buildings throughout this older chunk of the city. Hence the reason I had to do this myself.

      So I focused on the earth beneath the dirt path. My zeal already filled the area. Mac's presence below the earth meant all the energy in this area responded quickly and effortlessly to my touch. I could work the same magic I was working here if I cast my Stone Obelisk spell enough times, but only here in the Hearthwood could I do it with nothing more than a few breaths of preparation.

      I splayed my fingers before me, focusing on the earth beneath the city. It was an extension of my will, and the zeal within the ground jumped at my call, eager to obey my every whim.

      [Need help?] Mac asked in my head as he detected my actions from the dungeon below.

      "Just make sure I don't cause any cave-ins and that none of the buildings come crashing down along the street," I instructed.

      I hooked my fingers, as though digging into the ground on either side of the narrow dirt path before me. Then I pulled.

      The city trembled, like an earthquake was running straight through its center. I pulled slow and steady, giving Mac time to compensate for any vibrations I hadn't accounted for and stabilize the rest of the city. A few heads turned, but most continued about their daily chores unaware of the tremendous working of magic silently reshaping the earth beneath their feet.

      The elves of the earth aspect were less easily fooled, and I sensed a few of them scrunching their brows in confusion as they no doubt experienced something unlike anything they'd ever felt from the ground beneath their feet. If any of them were particularly observant or talented with cultivation, watching this working unfold might inspire a new spell or cultivation enlightenment for them.

      The earth peeled apart like I was pulling a fold out of a sheet. New dirt rose up to fill the center of the road as fast as the crevice formed. I watched with amusement as a few eyes locked onto the center of the dirt path, and earth-aspect cultivators stared at the road certain that something was happening but unable to perceive the changes just yet.

      I decided to give them a little show now that Mac proved he could handle the vibrations such a massive movement of earth was sending throughout the city.

      The gap in the center grew wider slightly faster than new earth was rushing in to fill it, leaving a fold in the Hearthwood that stretched the length of the entire city. That immediately drew the eyes of those who knew to look, and now that they were studying the ground clearly, they could see the narrow path getting wide by the moment.

      I pushed and pried, moving buildings and plots of land aside until all of the trees and structures along the narrow path had been repositioned into neat, orderly rows. Random disparate clusters of buildings became city blocks, and the winding paths that wove through them became straight and orderly streets. Those streets widened until two elves could pass each other abreast, then four.

      Soon, the paths were wide enough to ride a Stonehoof Unicorn down them, and then several unicorns all at once. By the time a minute had gone by, everyone had noticed the changes taking place, unnerved as the city shifted around them so quietly that only those of the earth aspect could perceive it happening. And even then, there wasn't another earth-aspect cultivator in the Hearthwood who could perceive the full scope of what I was doing. This was a spell on a scale no true mage could work on.

      "It's the patriarch!" one of the councilors shouted and pointed at me as the crowd from the council chambers finally made their way down the long winding steps to join me on the ground. "He's reshaping the city!"

      "By the ancestors! This is real magic!"

      "I did not know how high the heavens were until today."

      "Our patriarch has strength beyond compare!"

      With one last rumble, I stretched the new roads for the city as far apart as I wished. In a handful of minutes, I'd cut the city into neatly ordered chunks and pushed them apart, leaving plenty of space for roads and areas for the city to grow in the future. I turned my attention away from spreading the city apart and to hardening the earth along the paths I'd just made. In seconds, the new paths transformed from loose sand and gravel into hardened stone so smooth wheels would roll across them without facing a single bump.

      "Alright." I dusted my hands of my work, though they'd never really gotten dirty. "What else was on the council's agenda for the day? Oh right, a new bridge to let people walk across the river."

      I headed towards the Hearthwood's stream, now cleansed of iron after months of sweeping the area with lodestones to gather iron for the Smith's Workshop. Then I got to work.
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        * * *

      

      After completing a dozen more renovation projects, the Hearthwood had everything it needed to continue its current rate of expansion for a long while. Even if all the wisps streaming into the city to remanifest bodies ended up staying here, there would be plenty of room for them. One of my building sessions had been straightening out a few tunnels underground leading to Mac's dungeon.

      Enough of the city was underground that we were now a city of three levels. One in the dungeon beneath the earth, one on the ground, and one hanging in the branches of the massive trees overhead.

      Each of the three levels had their own culture. Most of the newly manifested elves made their way to the undercity, which was a place for labor and those hoping to train their skills and cultivate. Most of those who manifested did so with a handful of combat skills, since so many of the elves who'd died in Deania had been warriors from their respective homelands. They plied their trades in the dungeon in the hopes that they could build a life for themselves either in the Hearthwood or wherever they decided to settle.

      The surface level of the Hearthwood was primarily merchants and those who earned enough to live where the sun and clean forest air could reach them. That meant well-off heartwielders and most of the mage acolytes. Goods came and left the Hearthwood either through my Pocket World passage to the capital with the rapidly expanding train network that led to the Rakaren Queendom and Bronzeridge.

      The wealthiest class of locals were making their homes high up in the air among the trees. Transportation by flying sword meant being in the air was the quickest way around the city, especially before I installed those new roads. Most of the city council lived there, and their sprawling tree-house manors stood almost as high in the air as Castle Mac, though my castle dwarfed all other buildings in size, extending from far beneath the earth to above the tops of the tallest trees.

      While I disliked the stratification that was happening, it was somewhat unavoidable. For now, opportunities were plentiful enough that any hardworking and ambitious elf could find a way to rise, so I was largely satisfied with the way things were going.

      Seeing the city well in hand, I returned to Castle Mac and ultimately to The Wanderer's Command Center stationed deep inside of it.

      "Mac, show me The Wanderer's rooms."

      Mac pulled up a display panel for me and I looked it over. There was a lot to read, and as long as I was looking through the list I figured I'd help Mac do a little reorganizing. That was a task he was happy to jump on, and soon we had all the rooms I'd purchased in order and ready for fresh upgrades and additions.

      While he was at it, he also added up all my available points. I'd spent a few here and there on using the teleporter and letting Sava generate a few rare alchemy ingredients, but in general I still had my mountainous hoard of points from my adventures in the capital and saving the world.

      Points available: 149,005

      Quite the little treasure vault. But those points weren't doing me or anyone else any good sitting in reserve. It was time to upgrade The Wanderer.

      The list appeared before me, and I flicked through it slowly and carefully, considering all the current rooms available to me. I had a huge number of them by now, and it was past time I upgraded what I had.

      Sava and Argona would both appreciate improved crafting rooms, and now that the pressure of saving the world was no longer on my back, I knew I'd want to spend a few hours in my Smith's Workshop working with rare and exotic metals.

      So upgrading the crafting rooms was a given. A few of the newer rooms that would help me and my women cultivate faster would also be perfect. A lot of stuff was happening outside the Hearthwood as well, and it'd be good to expand the Scanner's range so Mac could keep me informed.

      Then with all my new kids, it would be a shame not to upgrade those chambers as well. And the Hearthwood was growing too. What about defenses and entertainment?

      Soon, I was spending points like they'd vanish if I didn't use them. I was certain the next time I looked the Hearthwood would be illuminated with bright-blue light day and night until everything was fully upgraded.

      

  





ROOM UPGRADES IN PROGRESS

      
        
        Training Facilities

      

      

      
        	The Cultivation Chamber is now being upgraded to level 6 for 8000 points.

        	This will enable the instantaneous implantation of sorcerer-level spells and abilities, while simultaneously enhancing the time dilation abilities of the chamber to a maximum of 10x.

        	The Training Grounds are being upgraded to level 4 for 5000 points.

        	This will enhance training speeds to one hour of practice on the training grounds equaling one week of training off of them.

        	The Simulation Chamber is being upgraded to level 2 for 800 points.

        	This will allow for multiple battles to run simultaneously, with the option of combining arenas for greater challenges. Spectators may now enter the stands outside the simulated battlefield and view the simulation directly instead of through a screen.

        	The Weight Training Chamber is being upgraded to level 4 for 8000 points.

        	This upgrade will enable new weight sets up to maximum weights of ten kilotons. All strength exercises done in the Weight Training chamber will have increased effects.

        	The Chamber of Tranquility is being upgraded to level 2 for 10,000 points.

        	This upgrade will increase the degree of the cultivation mental state it induces to those who meditate there.

        	The Waters of Clarity is being upgraded to level 2 for 10,000 points.

        	This upgrade will decrease the amount of time between enlightenment hints available to the user and provide additional water that can be used to assist others.

      

      
        
        Settlement Buildings

      

      

      
        	The Medical Bay is being upgraded to level 7 for 9205 points.

        	This will increase the number of individuals that can be treated at once and grant the facility access to the latest Earth medical technology from the twenty-sixth century.

        	The Enchantment Core is being upgraded to level 2 for 8000 points.

        	This custom enchantment language core enables the user to generate their own unique enchantment symbols and system. The upgrade will allow for more symbols and an increased range of effectiveness of enchantments.

        	The Pocket World is being upgraded to level 3 for 9000 points.

        	This small pocket world connected to the Dimensional Storage will now be able to open four separate entrances at once. The area inside the pocket world is also now large enough to sustain several hundred small lifeforms or several human-sized lifeforms indefinitely, and time can be turned on while the pocket world is sealed if the user wishes.

      

      
        
        Personal Estate

      

      

      
        	The Throne Room is now upgrading to level 5 for 2000 points.

        	This upgrade will increase the throne room's splendor and dramatically enhance the number of followers with limited access to The Wanderer.

      

      
        
        Nursery

      

      

      
        	The Follower Reincarnation Chamber is now upgrading to level 5 for 8000 points.

        	This will decrease the amount of time required for a successful reincarnation, as well as passively generate blood crystals to be utilized in subsequent reincarnations.

        	The Egg Incubation Chamber is now upgrading to level 5 for 2000 points.

        	This chamber raises elven eggs in ideal conditions, ensuring maximum survivability rates. Upgrades will increase size and capacity.

        	The Wisp Maturation Chamber is now upgrading to level 5 for 2000 points.

        	This chamber feeds wisps zeal from nearby sources, along with a trickle of higher-order energies from The Wanderer itself. The Wisp Maturation chamber will now boost the innate talent of any unmanifested elf within it, making them better at one or more random skills or types of cultivation.

      

      
        
        Utility Rooms

      

      

      
        	The Scanner will now upgrade to level 17 for 12,000 points.

        	This will enable the human interface unit to scan the majority of the continent, instantly generating maps and identifying incidents of interests anywhere. It will also allow the human interface unit to communicate with the user from great distances.

        	The Universal Analyzer is now upgrading to level 4 for 4000 points.

        	This upgrade will make the majority of simple identifications completely free and decreases the point expenditure required for more complex identifications.

        	The Teleportation Array is now upgrading to level 6 for 5000 points.

        	The ship's array is now compatible with all known types of local arrays, and would be classified as an inter-continental array capable of reaching vast distances on the ground, and tremendous distances through space.

        	The Dimensional Storage is now upgrading to level 8 for 9000 points.

        	The Dimensional Storage will be able to contain vast quantities of items in an extra-dimensional space, and will be accessible regardless of the dimension the user is occupying at any given moment. It now has increased security against extra-dimensional entities trying to access it.

      

      
        
        Resource Production

      

      

      
        	The Hydroponic Farm is now upgrading to level 9 for 5000 points.

        	This will increase the power and quantity of all plants generated in this room.

        	The Mana Generator is now upgrading to level 6 for 5000 points.

        	This will increase the Mana Generator's passive points generation, increases point yields on physical energy sources converted to points using it, and boosts the amount of assets The Wanderer can support in its current state.

      

      
        
        Craft and Construction

      

      

      
        	The Alchemist's Laboratory is now upgrading to level 6 for 4000 points.

        	This will provide the tools to easily craft any potions at five stars and below. It will also provide some basic tools that could enable a particularly gifted alchemist to attempt to craft a six-star potion.

        	The Drafter's Study is now upgrading to level 5 for 2000 points.

        	This room will allow for the easier creation of powerful enchantments and expand the room dramatically, providing tools and workstations for multiple enchanters to work simultaneously. New tools such as the laser engraver will automate some of the tedious portions of enchantment.

        	The Smith's Workshop is now upgrading to level 6 for 5000 points.

        	This workshop allows for the automated production of iron, steel, mythril, and adamantium in the form of bar stock, ready to be shaped. This upgrade will also provide new future-Earth tools to make metalworking significantly easier.

      

      
        
        Intelligence Assets

      

      

      
        	The Trans-Reality Oculus is now upgrading to level 2 for 8000 points.

        	This upgrade will allow the room to perceive entities and objects outside of traditional time and space with far greater clarity and range.

        	The Celestial Map is now upgrading to level 2 for 8000 points.

        	The map will now update in real time and provide forewarning of any cosmological disaster or incoming celestial bodies. It will also now be able to track small fast-moving projectiles targeting space assets labeled as friendly within the chamber itself.

      

      

      "That'll do for now," I said to Mac. "What have I got left?"

      [Absolutely nothing! I truly admire your skill and dedication, Theo. You said you wanted those points wiped away and then... tada! A few minutes spending and every last one of them was gone. Out of nearly a hundred and fifty thousand too. Quite impressive.]

      "This seems to happen far too often..." I grumbled. How was it that my points spent always ended up rounding down to zero? Maybe Mac was hoarding a little on the side for cleaning purposes. Or maybe some strange otherworldly being influencing my decisions really hated doing math.
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        * * *

      

      After spending time with Mac and my ship, I was in the mood to relax a little with my children again. They had all become capable adventurers and warriors during my busy days as of late, and every one of them was an important member of the Hearthwood Clan.

      Dulik, my son by Yorik, was off on the training grounds, drilling as hard as he could. He was progressing through the stone realm with remarkable speed, and with his diligence and innate talent I had no doubt that he would reach the Bronze realm of body cultivation sooner than later.

      Comela was patrolling the entire forest from the back of her pet wyvern, and she cut an intimidating sight flying through the air with her power as a newly minted true mage on full display. She soared, blasting Hawklords from the air as they fled from her and her wyvern.

      Argona was crafting as diligently as ever, though she'd finally started working in occasional breaks so she would have the time to cultivate.

      "Argona!" Comela called. "Sielus and Myrus found another set of ruins! We're going to go search them now!"

      "Like the one that we found the giant golem in?" Argona dropped her meditative pose in an instant with an eager glint in her eyes.

      "That's the one!" Comela replied.

      I hated to interrupt her during one of the few moments she put one of her endless projects on hold to work on her cultivation, but some of her siblings were insistent. More than that, it was one of the few times I saw my children bonding outside of their clutch. Normally my first, second, and third generation of kids all stuck to themselves, but this was one of the few things both my second and third batch were interested in. It was a wonderful bonding experience that was bringing my children closer together. The only downside was that I had to recruit Mac's help remembering everyone's names.

      Myrus and Sielus, two of my first batch of children by Assyrus, had found the ruins. But they'd needed Comela's help getting everyone else on board. Argona was the easiest to recruit given what we'd found in the last batch of ruins.

      Aminel and Laminel, my children by Illiel, were both next. Jatese was busy, but Altease and Pelise, my children by Melise, were both eager to help.

      "I suppose someone has to make sure you pay your dues. The Hearthwood Clan takes a thirty percent tax on all ancient ruins found within our territory," said Salla, my daughter by Sava. She was joined by her sisters Sora and Salica.

      Of everyone from my first generation of children, they were closest to their siblings from my third. Salura and Saesca were both eager to hunt for alchemical ingredients for use in the Alchemist's Laboratory after Sora showed them what she'd obtained during the last trip.

      Meriel and Taneriel, my second-generation children by Illiel, had both spent quite a bit of time in the family library, and the two of them knew how many books from there had come from the last set of ruins we'd explored. They were eager to add to the family's collection.

      “How’s your mother doing?” I asked the two of them. They rolled their eyes. I’d checked in on Illiel plenty of times in person. She was currently resting up and relaxing as she recovered from her possession, and she was taking it easy on my orders. She worked herself very hard on account of the city, and this vacation was long overdue.

      “The same as yesterday, Dad,” Meriel replied. “She’s meditating in the Chamber of Tranquility just as you asked. She said she’s already back in perfect physical health, but maybe with a bit more practice she might actually figure out some of what the Vampire Goddess did in her body and be able to replicate it.”

      “Hmm…” I muttered and tapped my chin. Those kinds of insights sounded like the sort of thing that could take her all the way to the Sorcerer realm. “Well, she has access to all my resources if she needs them. Make sure she knows I’ll help her however I can.”

      I planned to tell her as much the next time I saw her as well, but it would do good for her to hear from our kids too.

      Lyrela and Tanela were both close to their older sister Comela as well, though they were close in the sense that they listened to their older sister's orders like good soldiers. They'd brought their other sister Avala along, though she'd always been more interested in gardening than fighting.

      Pyriana, Darana, and Nyatana all showed up, grabbing their sister Argona by the wrist and practically dragging her from her cultivation spot into the group.

      "Come on, big sis! Let's have some fun!" Pyriana giggled. While Argona had taken more after me, her three younger sisters were very much her mother's daughters. Not that I didn't love all of them just the same.

      Nymus and Minyus from Assyrus showed up as well. Minyus had been particularly eager to help Argona with her battle golems, and they'd become something of a specialty for her. She was quick to jump to Argona's aid and rescue her from her overly playful younger siblings.

      "I heard you discovered those Ruins-Dwelling Armor Piercer insects during your last trip here." Nymus rubbed her hands together. "I would like to capture a mating pair alive, if we find them again. The Claw Tamer tribe has promised their help creating an environment to grow my insects.”

      "Oh great, Nymus and her bugs again." Meriel shivered.

      "At least Mother only cares about Waterbeetles. You like to play with all kinds of bugs." Sielus chuckled.

      "I told you guys, I'm making a life-bound Gu! A powerful bonded insect created from the combined existence of ten thousand insects! I'm going to combine them all into one super bug! It isn't playing, it's work!"

      "Sure..." Sielus drawled, drawing a chuckle from the others.

      Nymus glowered at her siblings. "Soon you'll see, soon you'll all see..."

      Her brother Dulik placed a comforting hand on her shoulder. "Your dedication to growing stronger is admirable, and the creativity with which you pursue that goal is worthy of respect. When you successfully create your Gu, I am certain everyone in the Hearthwood will hold you in high esteem."

      Nymus smiled at her brother and turned her nose up at her other siblings.

      "Now this is a merry band we've got together." I laughed. "If only we could get your siblings to show their faces outside of the settlement or the capital!"

      "Everyone from the second clutch is afraid of the wilderness." Sielus laughed. "They were born in the capital, city-dwellers at heart. I fear they'd faint at the sight of any one of Nymus' bugs, let alone her whole collection!"

      I headed off on a quick family trip with twenty-five of my children. As far as my family went, this was just a small outing. But by now I had enough progeny to fill a caravan of wagons, so this was all I could manage. It took us an hour or two to get moving, and a few hours more to travel the distance it would have taken me one jump to cross. But that extra time wasn't wasted because I got to spend it with my family.

      "There are the ruins up ahead!" Myrus jumped with glee and pointed towards what at first glance seemed to be nothing more than a moss-covered outcropping of rocks.

      "I'll scout ahead in case there's any monsters lying in wait," Comela said as she called down her wyvern from the sky. "There's a lot of true mage-level monsters in the northern regions of the forest who like to lie in wait, ready to devour any foolish elf who wanders out here without the strength to defend herself.”

      "An excellent strategy, Comela. I will join you," Dulik said as he hopped up behind his older sister on the back of her wyvern.

      The two of them circled the ruins, catching sight of the few mage acolyte-level creatures I'd left behind. My Sword Storm blades had been circling the area along with a whole company of Mac's true mage golems. They'd secured the ruins from the moment I'd heard my children had decided to explore them.

      I shoved a few of my Sword Storm blades into the corpses of the two Fire-fiend Lizards the golems had killed, as well as the Death-stalker snake I'd sent one of my Sword Storm blades through earlier, tucking all of them just out of sight.

      Comela and Dulik returned after briefly circling the ruins. "A few weak monsters," Comela announced. "Heartwielders should stick to the center of our formation, but otherwise there doesn't seem to be anything too dangerous in these parts."

      "I'm certain Father will protect us from any harm," Salica said as she headed off towards the ruins. "Let's head in and find some alchemy ingredients! And whatever it is the rest of you want as well."

      I held my hands up. "I'm just a safety observer! Don't think you can count on me. Unless a wizard-realm monster shows up, you girls are on your own."

      The main entrance was long since buried underground. While everyone was getting ready this morning, I'd discreetly dug a tunnel and cut a hole in the side of the building just to look things over before we showed up. I killed every monster at the true mage level, but left plenty that would be a decent threat to mage acolytes for my children to deal with.

      "Look, some monster must have burrowed into the building! There's a hole leading to an entrance!" Argona said as she pointed at the tunnel I'd forgotten to fill in this morning.

      "We’ll have to be extra careful. We don't know how powerful that thing is, and it might be using these ruins as a den," Comela warned. "But there's no sense wasting time out here. It's time to head in."

      My group filed inside, setting foot in the dark and dreary chamber. I nudged one of the Armor-Piercing insects by manipulating the earth zeal in the structure it was clinging to. That made it fall towards Comela and Dulik, who were my two children best equipped to withstand the monster.

      "Look out!" Dulik warned his sister, but he needn't have bothered. Comela swung her spear without even looking, skewering the insect on its tip.

      "Hey, I wanted those things alive!" Nymus protested as she cradled the dead bug and carefully stuffed it into a canvas bag which she slung over her shoulder.

      "These columns are definitely of the same make as the other ruins. I'd say they were created by the same people," Argona announced as she examined the structure we were entering. "My hopes for another golem are growing!"

      Sure enough, the next few lairs turned out to be identical to those of the other set of ruins we'd explored. Nymus found her armor-piercing bugs, though I opted for transporting an eggsac to the Hearthwood through my Dimensional Storage instead of letting Nymus haul one of the deadly wriggling creatures off in a bag like she wanted.

      The trip ended up being fairly uneventful, save for the pair of partially deactivated golems down at the base of the ruins tower.

      "These are identical to the true mage golems we found in the other research tower!" Argona said. "Only, it looks like someone came in here and ripped the arms and legs off these ones so all they could do was wiggle pathetically on the ground. It should be easy to fix once I get these things outfitted with suppression talismans."

      "Count yourselves lucky," Comela said. "Earth golems are a bad match for someone who fights with sunlight magic like I do, and the defensive abilities of the previous pair told me Dulik wouldn't fare much better against them. This would have been a very tough fight for us if some monster hadn't dealt with them first."

      I watched a few eyes turn to me, and I whistled innocently. "Oh, look! There's another Planetary Defense Golem, Argona! Let's go take a look."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Upon returning from my little adventure with my children, something I'd been waiting for since my return to the Hearthwood had finally happened. Mac notified me as soon as it occurred, and I eagerly headed down to the Hearthwood’s Pool of Reflection. Sava, Nela, Eltiana, and Assyrus were all sitting around the pool locked in deep meditation.

      They could benefit from this room just as I could, though we benefited in different ways. While staying here to meditate would help inspire their future cultivation, I had to drink from the water of the pool directly to gain any benefits. But when I did drink from the pool, the benefits would be many times greater.

      Enlightenment Hint Available. Consume?

      I accepted the prompt, and a small geyser of water shot out of the pool and sprayed me in the face. While I stood there sputtering, I was grateful my four meditating women were concentrating too deeply to be disturbed by my antics.

      Then, a calm, peaceful bliss settled over me. It reminded me of spending times with my children, though there wasn't the sense of tension I'd experienced as I fretted and worried for them. It wasn't anything like the feeling I'd experienced with the Whitewood matriarch, but it was just as strong. This time I wouldn't let it slip away from me.

      I searched for a word to describe it and settled on serenity. That was what I was feeling.

      As soon as the word came to mind, something deep within me latched onto the concept. My heart and soul resonated with my aura, and I unlocked the power I'd been struggling to touch.

      You have discovered an eight-aura aspect. You are now a level 38 Late Wizard.

      You have discovered the spell Synchrony of the Heart

      Analysis purchased. (-150 points.)

      Synchrony of the Heart is a passive enhancement spell that increases the cultivation rate of everyone around the user. This passive ability increases in effectiveness the closer the user is to a state of serenity.

      [That sounds like a nice one. I can think of a few women who will be pleased to read the description of that spell,] Mac said.

      "Truth be told, I'm a little disappointed that the new spell isn't something I can use in battle or to help my own cultivation. But if it's even a tiny enhancement, I'm sure it will eventually help the Hearthwood Clan."

      [I think you're underestimating just how valuable even a tiny enhancement to cultivation is, especially when you begin to reach higher levels. A sorcerer has thousands of years to exploit even the smallest improvements in their cultivation rate. Something that continuously boosts them would be the most sought-after item under the stars.]

      "If you really think it will make my women happy, then you can go ahead and tell them after they emerge from their meditation." I shrugged.

      As it turned out, hearing a description of my new ability made my women very happy. They were all fast friends by now and got along with each other nearly as easily as they got along with me, but I hadn't seen them all working together united in purpose like they were now since the Hearthwood itself was last under threat.

      "You mean to say you can make cultivation easier for others, depending on how relaxed you are?" Nela asked with an expression of awe and wonder.

      "That seems to be how it works." I chuckled. "Though I haven't had much time to get the hang of the ability."

      "It sounds like a dream come true," Sava whispered in my ear as she plucked my dinner off the table and spooned out a bit of stew. "Here, rest your hands, Theo. You work so hard for the Hearthwood. How about you relax a little and let us take care of you?"

      "Yes, Sava. All that lifting of his spoon must be terribly tiresome for him. I think I feel some tension in his shoulders." Nela leaned my chair back and smiled down at me, running her hands over my upper back while Sava blew on my stew and ladled it into my mouth.

      "Assyrus, get his legs," Eltiana said. "I'm going to find some entertainment for him."

      “I always get the legs…” Assyrus grumbled as she massaged my calfs. She shot a glance towards Illiel, who watched on with a smile on her face.

      “Sorry, still recovering.” Illiel took a sip from a glass of fine wine. After what she went through back in the capital, she deserved even more pampering than I was getting.

      Eltiana returned mere minutes later with Korra and Sharian. Korra stood there blushing and disrobed, stripped bare by Eltiana before she even entered the room. Sharian was also naked, though she flaunted her body proudly as though she'd been waiting all month to show it off before me.

      "So, Nela, I see you're in desperate need for my guidance once again? I've practiced my massage technique on you for countless hours now. Don't think you could hope to please your man with whatever pathetic excuse for a technique you're trying to use on him."

      "No," Eltiana said. "You're the entertainment. Do that thing where you grovel before Nela and tell her how great the Hearthwood is and how much you, the former young mistress of the Sakaku Clan, love being a humble maid in the castle of a clan as grand as ours."

      Sharian scowled for a moment, but the look was soon replaced by a flush in her cheeks, and soon she was on her knees, rubbing her dripping snatch as she moaned out praise after praise for the Hearthwood.

      "Someday, all of the Hearthwood's enemies will end up like me." Sharian bit her lip and let out a soft, gentle moan. "Completely conquered, body and soul. I was once the Hearthwood's most hated foe, and now I'm ready to serve their patriarch in any way I can! Please, Patriarch Theo, grant me your seed!"

      Nela had taught Sharian many such desperate pleas, and she went through all of them with admirable skill. Nela certainly had picked up quite an odd hobby training Sharian in such things, but both of them seemed to be having a great deal of fun.

      And truthfully, there was a little vindictive bit of me buried deep down that couldn't help but take sweet pleasure in the sight of a once-powerful enemy as completely defeated as Sharian was. If only the rest of my enemies were so easy to tame. Perhaps I should have left more of them alive so I could find out? Or maybe I should visit the capital and see if Countess Frostweaver was amenable to some changes in her daily routine?

      In the end, I allowed Sharian to grind herself to climax by riding my boot, continuing to spout joyous sweet nothings of the Hearthwood and the things we'd built in it the entire time she rubbed her slit against me.

      Yorik arrived late, but once she saw what was happening she was eager to join us. She had Sharian suspended upside down and swung her in the air as each of the Hearthwood's matriarchs stepped forward. Soon, Sharian was displaying her contrition to each of the Hearthwood's matriarchs.

      "I'm sorry for all the trouble I caused you in the past. I'll make it up to you however I can," Sharian promised as she kissed them between their thighs.

      "You know, I had my doubts, Eltiana, but this is in fact relatively entertaining." I ran my fingers along my chin and had an idea. "Go and fetch those sorcerers we captured, along with some of those wizards from the dungeon. I'd like to speak with them from a position of power as one who has a history of conquering his enemies. I think Sharian here makes a lovely display piece. I'd like to see the looks on their faces."

      "Don't worry, Theo! We'll make sure all the Hearthwood's prettiest prisoners present themselves to you!" Eltiana said, grinning widely as she grabbed Korra and Yorik off to help her.

      The three of them went off to scour the Hearthwood's dungeons, swiftly returning with a handful of the less troublesome wizards.

      "These were the best thrall candidates for Chief Blackgorge," Korra announced. "Many of us were disappointed when you stopped taking thralls. It would have been nice to have four at the sorcerer-realm."

      "That's right," I said. "I'm hanging up my Chief Blackgorge hat for now. All my thralls are free to go. But you ladies are still prisoners of the Hearthwood Clan until I can figure out what to do with you."

      Before me stood Yillinarena, the Sovereign of the Auquiallian Isles. She looked younger now that she'd had time to settle into her new lifespan as a sorcerer. She was clothed in ordinary plain brown robes, not unlike the ones the Whitewood Clan often wore. Near her stood one of the wizards from her isles that I'd also captured in my conquest of her lands.

      Next to them were the sorcerer matriarchs of the Ancient Tree Temple and the wizards I'd caught there. I'd been mostly ignoring the ancient tree temple sorcerers because they'd been under the influence of mind magic, but now that they were mostly healed they could start making decisions for themselves. I was curious to see where they stood with the Cult of the Unblinking Eye, knowing what had been done to them and their people.

      Now the sorcerers Teilinith and Feilinith stood before me, wearing long brown robes that stirred so many fresh memories in my mind. The last time I'd seen the two, they'd worn scarcely more than two strips of leaves wrapped around their hips and chests as clothes. But their dull eyes and lifeless expressions had kept me from seeing them as anything other than enemies. Now that there was a spark of intelligence and free will in their gaze, they looked infinitely more appealing, even with those oversized brown robes thrown over them.

      Next to them was the Sect Leader of the Golden Sword Sect, a sorcerer with few peers on the continent. Only today, three of her peers were standing next to her in matching iron collars and prisoner's robes. Like the others, I'd defeated her in battle. I could have claimed her life, but instead I took her alive.

      Besides the sorcerers were a handful of wizards captured throughout my travels. Each of them was no doubt a renowned figure and a powerful champion of their respective organizations. If I were to execute them all, the continent would be thrown into chaos. So, I was keeping them here to see how amenable they'd be to me and my family. I wouldn't allow weeds to fester in my garden, and if they couldn't put this troubled time behind us I'd need to get rid of them. Fortunately, nearly all of them seemed all too happy to throw themselves and their clans at my mercy, letting bygones be bygones.

      "Hello there, ladies," I said to the group of my guests. "I trust that you've been enjoying your stay as our guests in the Hearthwood?" Everyone standing before me now had been among some of the most cooperative captives I'd taken in my conquests, and they'd all voiced willingness to become thralls to Chief Blackgorge. I'd been planning on showing them off if my status and reputation needed a boost to rebuild Deania after the war, but it turned out my conquests were more than enough to send my name soaring into the hearts and minds of every orc who'd come to Deania for their pilgrimage.

      "Though I know that I am your prisoner because I still wear this collar," Yillinarena of the Isles began, "I have felt more at home living in your castle than I have been in my own lands as of late. I could never convince those who were previously my peers to bow to me as your matriarchs have to you."

      She shot a glance over her shoulder to a wizard from the Auquiallian Isles standing behind her. She'd been glaring at the back of Yillinarena's head since the first moment she stepped into the room.

      "You were an equal for so long, until you sold us out to the Cult of the Unblinking Eye for a magic pill that would push you to the sorcerer realm." The wizard crossed her arms.

      "Peace." I commanded them both to silence as I held up a hand. "What is done is done. The Cult of the Unblinking Eye cannot reach past these walls. Now they've fled from Deania and sworn to leave your respective nations here under my guidance instead of theirs. I know it's a bit presumptuous of me to lay claim to your nations, but... well, I do have all of you trapped in my castle wearing iron collars I made. I think it's safe to say I have the right to them."

      "We've... been conquered," Feilinith said slowly. Though her thoughts were her own again, her words still didn't flow easily. "We are yours."

      And then without another word of warning, Feilinith dropped to her knees on the ground. She took one look at Sharian, crawling along on her hands and knees as she humped my boot, desperately pleasuring herself. Feilinith pressed her forehead to the ground before me, bowing several times in quick succession before shrugging off her brown robe to join Sharian on my other side.

      "Praise be to the Hearthwood, and its glorious patriarch." She spoke in slow terse words, watching Sharian as she mimicked her along my other leg.

      Seeing what her sister was doing, Teilinith fell to her knees as well, bowing just as her sister had before stripping her robes off and leaving only her iron collar on her before crawling to her side and submitting to me and the Hearthwood as Sharian had.

      "Good. Good!" Yorik let out a hearty laugh, and several of my matriarchs grinned.

      "I think she'll be just as entertaining as Sharian," Nela whispered. "Jatese might be envious that you're training her instead, but I don't think a little girl like Jatese could hope to handle a sorcerer, collared or not."

      "Now this is a sight to see." Sava laughed in my other ear. "You know people once called the Riverweed Tribe a third-rate knockoff of the Ancient Tree Temple? That we were a shoddy copy of the continent's true nature cultivators in the Ancient Tree Temple? Oh, how very wrong they were."

      This had really been far too easy. Now that I had true power in this land, the world was putty in my hands. These strong elven matriarchs would have never even bowed their heads to me when I first arrived in this world.

      But now that I had power of my own, all of them fell to their knees without me even asking.

      I found the looks on their worshipful faces rather adorable. Seeing them submit so quickly was almost funny, in a way. When I'd been weak, all elves had been fearsome fighters who would just as soon use me as work with me. But now that I was stronger than them, they seemed almost eager to let me use them however I pleased. And the manner in which they threw themselves at me suggested they already had a few ideas in mind. After all, I hadn't said anything about them getting undressed.

      "I appreciate the gesture from the two of you, and because of it I shall look more favorably upon the Ancient Tree Temple in the future. But for now, I plan to set the both of you free."

      I grabbed the iron loops around their necks, snapping the collars with a flick of my fingers. The bits of metal crumbled, and I pulled them into my Dimensional Storage so no bits of iron would fall to the ground and harm them further.

      Teilinith and Feilinith glanced at each other with looks of shock painted across their flawless faces. Their twin expressions of surprise amused me.

      "Free?" Teilinith asked.

      "That's right." I nodded. "Now that it's clear the two of you are no longer under the control of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye, you are no longer my enemies. I know you only acted against me because of the cult. Simply listening to my suggestions from time to time instead of theirs will be enough. Besides, I'm not certain your minds are fully healed, and I wouldn't be comfortable accepting any oath of loyalty too stringent on you until that's the case. I hope to count the two of you as friends down the line, and I wouldn't want you to resent me for pushing you to swear a heavenly oath too early."

      "But... we owe you. Owe you our lives," Teilinith said in confusion.

      "Consider any obligation you might have to me waived." I ran my fingers through their hair. and I noted with pleasure that neither of them pulled away.

      I expected them to get dressed and ready themselves to head home, but instead they merely took a seat at my right side, leaning against my chair naked, beautiful, and with the full power of a pair of sorcerers surging from them.

      "Now, the two of you are a different story," I said to the two remaining sorcerers, the sect leader of the Golden Sword Sect and Yillinarena of the Isles. "Both of you were of your right mind when you fought against me."

      "You are mistaken if you think the Cult of the Unblinking Eye didn't have their hand on our shoulders as well," the Golden Sword Sect leader said to me. "While they didn't control our minds like puppets as they did to Teilinith and Feilinith, Yillinarena here swore her loyalty as a condition for obtaining the pill that pushed her to the sorcerer realm. As for me, I agreed to work with the Cult of the Unblinking Eye for... very important reasons."

      I raised an eyebrow. "And what were those very important reasons?" I'd heard a few rumors from the intelligence we'd gathered from the lesser members of the Golden Sword Sect. Everyone who was anyone in the sect knew that a number of male humans from the Cult of the Unblinking Eye had appeared in their sect for an audience with their sect leader.

      "None of your concern," the Golden Sword Sect Leader said with a blush.

      I tapped the side of my chair in thought. "Comela told me you've been doing a good job teaching her. It seems you're rather good with children."

      "I've had a lot of practice teaching," the Golden Sword Sect Leader said tersely. "What of it?"

      "Oh, I was just thinking someone who thinks so fondly of children might someday want some of their own," I suggested. "And someone with as high expectations from their students with you wouldn't be satisfied with a child who couldn't reach your own level. What a tragedy it would be if your child only had the potential to reach true mage because they were sired by an ordinary heartwielder."

      "If only a heartwielder could sire a child with a sorcerer," the Golden Sword Sect Leader huffed, face flushed crimson. "It seems as a woman grows stronger, her body begins to spurn the seed of lesser males. There is no elven male above the true mage rank in all the lands I know of. And until recently, the only powerful chakas I knew of were from the Cult of the Unblinking Eye."

      I slapped my thigh and let out a soft chuckle. "I knew it. They promised you a child, didn't they? And all you had to do was wipe out the entire Circle of Necromancers while they were dealing with Deania."

      "That's not all there was in the deal," the Golden Sword Sect Leader snapped. "But I admit, that was most of it..."

      "And did they ever make good on their offer?" I asked curiously. The way the Golden Sword Sect Leader shifted from heel to heel as her face flushed crimson amused me. She looked at the floor, walls, and ceiling. Anywhere except at me.

      Yillinarena snorted. She'd barely been containing her laughter during the Golden Sword Sect Leader's confession, and now she could hold it back no longer. "You held your nose high and looked down on me for selling myself for a pill. And yet you did the same for an egg! How many cultist men did you work over on your bed before you agreed to send your sect into battle?"

      "None, actually." The Golden Sword Sect Leader huffed. "I have exacting standards. Any man who hopes to sire my future clan must at least be able to withstand a full minute in battle against me."

      "And what about defeating you outright?" Nela suggested. "Defeating you, crushing your sect utterly, clamping a collar around your throat, and demanding that you crawl before him on your hands and knees and beg for the seed you so desperately desire?"

      Nela was getting far too excited, so I held up a hand to have her stave off her fantasies a little while longer.

      "You've taught Comela well, and that is enough to earn a little reprieve from me. I will not allow you to rebuild the Golden Sword Sect, considering Xoreda is a friend of the Hearthwood and your people seem so intent on slaying hers. But I will allow you to speak with each of your subordinates here in the Hearthwood. And when my daughter deems it right, I will even remove that collar of yours."

      "I understand," the Golden Sword Sect leader said, shooting a glance at Teilinith and Feilinith beside me. She must have thought crawling over to sit at my side was some sort of demand I required, because she too dropped to her knees and crawled before me until she leaned against my chair.

      Though she didn't disrobe, she leaned her head against my chair with a stiff back and a blushing face. "To prove my intentions to you, I will swear that I have no ill intentions towards you or the Hearthwood. Let the heavens strike me down should these words be a lie."

      Just like that, I had the future of the Golden Sword Sect secure at my side, along with an avenue of winning more loyalty from her than the Cult of the Unblinking Eye could ever hope to grasp.

      "And what about you, Yillinarena?" I asked the last of my sorcerer prisoners. "What will your relationship with the Hearthwood be?"

      Yillinarena chuckled. "You shouldn't be surprised that someone who sold her nation for a pill that would grant her an extra six hundred years of life would be willing to sell herself for a lot less. Why would I return to a nation that hates me? I'd much rather spend these next few hundred years in luxury, with my only duty being to contribute eggs to the fastest-rising clan on the face of the world." With one determined tear, she ripped off her own clothes and strode over to my throne before falling to her knees and taking a seat by the side of my throne.

      I chuckled to myself. "I'll consider your offer. A few children of mine could use the head start you could give them as a mother." Between her and me, any children born of us would have the innate talent to reach the sorcerer realm at least. That would be useful for reinforcing my hold over the surrounding regions, but I would need to bind Yillinarena to me through something stronger than her merely having nowhere better to be.

      "Victory for the chief!" Yorik congratulated me as I sprawled in my chair surrounded by overjoyed women.

      "There," Sava whispered to me. "Everything is well in hand. There's no need for you to worry about anything. Just lean back and let your matriarchs take care of everything. You just lean back and be perfectly serene..."
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      I thought my women were going to lose their motivation for keeping up with all the busy work relatively quickly. To my surprise, they'd taken over all my duties and left me to spend my days relaxing. I'd been planning to take advantage of this unexpected vacation to try and measure how well this passive cultivation effect worked, but somehow just sitting around like this didn't feel normal.

      The following morning I headed down to the Training Grounds to practice some moves. I saw plenty of familiar faces there, including Yorik training with Dulik. Dulik saluted me as I approached, which cost him a blunt sword against his forehead as his mother chastised him for his lapse in concentration during a fight.

      Comela waved to me as well, but her practice partner was the Golden Sword Sect Leader, and she was a bit less intense than Yorik. When she saw Comela's attention waver, she let her practice sword drop to her side. Seeing as how they'd stopped their bout for the moment, I approached to say hello.

      "So, how is my little girl doing in class?" I asked.

      "Her dedication is admirable," her teacher replied. "If only all of my students were so talented and diligent. She was lucky to be sired by you."

      I let out a small laugh. "I can't take the credit. Comela here works hard every day."

      Comela preened at my praise. The Golden Sword Sect Leader gave her a small smile before she turned to look at me. Straightening her back and making her expression stern, she addressed me as a leader representing her people.

      "I have thought about the offer you presented to me. After much consideration, I am prepared to swear a heavenly oath to do no harm to you and your clan, as well as to listen to your requests so long as they fall within the bounds of what is reasonable. And so long as you provide me with what the Cult of the Unblinking Eye failed at."

      I ran my fingers against my chin. "Done. We'll do it tonight."

      "Tonight!?" The Golden Sword Sect Leader flushed and took a step back. Suddenly, she went from hardened warrior and leader to a blushing young woman. "I... I don't know. I'm not ready. I've never done it before... I just... so soon?"

      "A heavenly oath is a big step for us, but I'd rather have it done sooner rather than later. As soon as you say the words I can get that collar off you and set you up in nicer quarters."

      "Oh... the heavenly oath. Right." The Golden Sword Sect Leader let out a little sigh. "I'll be there tonight."

      "Good. Now continue training! Don't let my presence interrupt you!"

      After working up a good sweat, I headed over to the Simulation Chamber. It had become something of a spectacle these days and the chamber was scheduled out months in advance, but I found a group of mage acolytes happy to take me on their team as a last-minute addition.

      "You're the Patriarch! Oh heavens above, I can't believe I'm actually standing next to the Hearthwood Clan's patriarch!" one swooning mage acolyte said as she pressed a hand to her brow.

      "Forgive me for saying this, but you're even more handsome in person than the statues, Patriarch!" one of my partners said as she took a step up behind me. She pressed a hand to the muscles of my back and shoulders, feeling the hidden strength buried there. In an awfully forward move, she stood on the tips of her toes to lean forward and lick the sweat off my biceps.

      I gently pried my arm out of her grasp before she started doing anything too strange. Some of these elves had gotten a bit too excitable recently. I would have thought they'd be more nervous and standoffish considering the difference in power between me and them, but many members of the Hearthwood had known me since I was far weaker. I think they were more open to me than they'd be with anyone else at my level of power. If a little arm-licking was all I had to put up with for the admiration and loyalty, it was well worth the price.

      "You'll be doing more than standing next to me." I laughed. "We're going to stand side by side and fight wave after wave of monsters!"

      "That's right, you used to hold the record for the Simulation Chamber for ages," said another of my mage acolyte partners.

      "Used to?"

      "Lady Comela broke it some time ago after she reached true mage. Assyrus and Yorik formed a team of two and broke it again."

      "Well that just won't do. What do you say we reclaim my trophy, ladies?"

      The mage acolytes did rather well for a group at their level. It was clear that they'd trained to fight specifically in the Simulation Chamber. Their eyes went to the edges of the room, and the formed a tight protective circle.

      A few waves of heartwielder monsters appeared, and they dealt with them with admirable teamwork and skill. I could have wiped out all the monsters myself, but there would be little point in me taking away their fun. After all, they'd been nice enough to let me steal a slot among their group. I didn't plan to do anything until they started struggling. Besides, it was something of a tradition for more powerful cultivators to let the weaker ones gain some experience before stepping in to help.

      The heartwielder stages of the fight were easy enough for them, and they even took care of the first couple waves of mage acolyte monsters quickly and efficiently. But when the basilisks and Crimson Eye Observers started appearing, they started having trouble.

      "My shield can't take more than one of those eye beams!" one mage acolyte shouted. "We have to take them down fast!"

      The group had prepared a special combination attack that let all of their members charge a warding formation with their combined power, all of it channeled into a tube filled with shining runes. I recognized Argona's hand on most of the enchantments.

      The mage acolyte holding the barrier up dropped their defensive spell moments before it shattered, and the Crimson Eye Observer firing at the group was bearing down on them with a second beam.

      But the mage acolytes were prepared. One of them produced the key to their method of dealing with the Crimson Eye Observers. A simple mirror.

      The bolt of laser-like energy shot through the air, only be to be deflected right back at the same Crimson Eye Observer who fired the attack. The simulation of the monster was blinded by its own attack, and then the mage acolytes followed it with a beam of light from their enchanted weapon powered by their combined energy.

      Using all their combined might and teamwork as a group of highly skilled mage acolytes, they managed to kill a true mage Crimson Eye Observer.

      "We did it! We killed one of the true mage monsters!"

      "That's a new high score for us!"

      "The prize money is ours! All those people who bet we'd die before the third round were fools!"

      Then, six more Crimson Eye Observers spawned around the room, ready to reap the lives of the elves who'd worked so hard to get this far. They didn't seem overly concerned with their imminent doom, knowing death in the Simulation Chamber was merely painful, not permanent.

      "You did a good job, ladies," I said. "Now it's my turn."

      I snapped my fingers and a ring of Sword Storm blades appeared around me, shooting forward in all directions to skewer the monsters waiting to cut us to ribbons with their eye beams of destruction.

      I cast one last look at the rest of my team and used my Layered Durability Spell to protect them before pulling Spell Eater into my hand. This was where my fun began.

      Wave after wave of monsters appeared before me, and I cut down wave after wave of them. The mage acolytes I was defending sat in a bubble of light, gasping with awe and cheering my name as the monsters continued to come.

      First it was the Crimson Eye Observers and Crested Barbed-Tooth Raptors I was so familiar with. I caught a few glimpses of Earth Elemental and poison salamanders. Skyhawks and wyverns showed themselves next. But true mage level-monsters couldn't hope to touch me, and I tore them all apart with ease.

      Next came the wizard-realm monsters. First I ran into a Lava Golem. I'd crushed a real version of one of these things back in the Sunspire Kingdom, and this artificial puppet was no different. My fist smashed it to pieces with one mighty blow.

      The Mindslaver Lord that came after it was a trickier foe back in its day, lying in wait in the hopes that it could catch me off my guard. But here in an arena where I could see it materializing this creature of stealth stood no chance against me. I tore it limb from limb with my bare hands.

      I recognized the next creature before it even finished manifesting. It was a type of powerful monster all too familiar to me. One of them had stabbed Melise through the chest with its iron-tipped tails.

      The Shadowblade Beast landed on the ground with gentle feline grace, spreading its weight out on its limbs and baring its teeth at me in a malicious grin. This one was only at the wizard realm and seemed more animal than the cunning intelligence in the Shadowblade Beast that was still living in the northern reaches of the Hearthwood, but just because it lacked the wisdom of the real thing didn't mean this creature wasn't a dangerous opponent.

      The Shadowblade Beast was far faster and more agile than either the elemental or the Mindslaver Lord. Like the Mindslaver Lord, its preferred tactic was ambush, but that didn't mean it couldn't fight when the situation called for it.

      As the monster growled at me, I found myself grinning and growling in return. It moved with superhuman speed, sending a tail at me so fast the air cracked around it.

      But I also moved at superhuman speed, and with agility beyond any mortal man, I caught the tail being flung at me. My Sword Storm blades still in the room around me circled inward, outnumbering this beast's four tails by a factor of ten. The swords closed in and the Shadowblade had to turn to defend itself from my incoming weapons.

      It turned to gnaw at me with its jaws, but my strength was a realm beyond its capabilities. It locked its teeth around my neck and shoulder, but I laughed at the bite as its teeth shattered against my throat and chest.

      I reached an arm inside of the monster, grabbing its tongue with my hand and tearing the organ out of its mouth. If this were in the real world, there would be a fountain of blood spraying over my body with such a move.

      This fake monster knew neither pain nor fear, and it continued to bite down on me in a futile attempt to put me down. My Sword Storm blades overwhelmed the defensive efforts of its tails at the same time I sent Spell Eater through its skull, putting it down.

      "Not bad." I chuckled. "But I require a greater challenge!"

      As if in answer, ten more Shadowblade Beasts spawned around me.

      Eight of them headed for me, and I used my Sword Storm blades to keep most of them off me. The remaining two headed for the mage acolytes huddled beneath my defensive spell. They stopped cheering as powerful wizard-realm monsters loomed over them, gnawing and jabbing at the barrier between them and their prey.

      Against any other type of monster, I would have trusted the barrier to hold long enough for me to finish the others off. But the Shadowblade Beast's iron tails could cut through magic shields even easier than they could cut through flesh.

      So I let the eight incoming monsters pounce on me as I started summoning Stone Obelisks all around the group of mage acolytes to protect them from the monsters trying to eat them alive.

      The walls went up just in the nick of time. The Shadowblade Beasts' iron tails tore my Layered Durability spell apart only to find it backed up with solid stone filled to the brim with powerful currents of zeal. That would take them considerably longer to break through, which meant I had plenty of time to tear the others apart with my bare hands.

      I pawed and grabbed at each Shadowblade Beast with my bare hands, ripping and tearing, crushing and severing. I clapped my hands around one's head and tore it free before flinging it like a cannonball to collide with one of the other monsters. Then I bashed my forehead against one charging at me, shattering its skull with my own.

      Another tried to bite me only to find that I bite back, and my teeth cut through its body like blades while its teeth shattered on my skin. Soon, the eight attacking me were destroyed, and my Sword Storm blades orbiting around me finished off the two attacking my teammates.

      I leaned against Spell Eater, still impaled through the ruined skull of the first Shadowblade Beast that attacked me. Now that the creature was dead, the remains looked like nothing more than a broken skeleton slowly vanishing into motes of light as elves did.

      The next wave of creatures were all too familiar to me. When I saw them manifesting, I knew I couldn't be so cavalier.

      At first glance, I thought my opponents were elves, but that wasn't true. They were elves-turned-vampires. This confirmed that The Wanderer wasn't just using monsters from the Hearthwood. It was following my adventures and adding monsters to the simulation chamber based on the things that I'd encountered in my travels.

      Vampiric Elves (Early Wizard, Level 30) x 10

      Vampiric Elves (Mid Wizard, Level 35) x 5

      Vampiric Elves (Late Wizard, Level 39) X 3

      The elves came at me with their fangs bared, looking more like the Shadowblade Beasts than the huddling mage acolytes cowering behind me.

      "What are those things?"

      "They look like they're possessed by demon spirits!"

      "Vampires," I explained. Then I got to work cutting them down to size.

      All of the vampires were using true mage abilities enhanced with wizard-level power, aided by the enhanced agility and physical durability of a vampire.

      That made their spellcraft not as potent as a true elven wizard, who could use their aura to create magical effects on a far larger scale than any true mage spell. But I couldn't underestimate these vampires.

      They came at me in a wave. Most of them were of the blood-crazed animalistic variety, charging at me with reckless abandon as they let the parasite inside of them control their minds and tell them to feast and devour their prey.

      The more intelligent vampires were more cautious, with some of their elf-level intelligence creeping even into this simulation. They let their foolish companions bear the brunt of my defense while they activated a few offensive spells to keep me off my guard.

      One of them used lightning-aspect attacks, firing a coiling bolt of crimson energy in the shape of a long-bodied dragon. The energy attack flew towards me, and it would have stung had I allowed it to land. I countered the ability with a Magical Shattering fist.

      My hand smashed against the spell, extinguishing its existence in the blink of an eye and forcing it to disperse as nothing more than a few rogue particles of zeal drifting through the air before fading back into the simulation that had generated them.

      The first of the vampires came at me, and I swept Spell Eater in a wide arc to cut through the first of them. With Titanic Strength, my blade severed one from shoulder to jawbone. Her head tumbled to the ground at my feet, where I kicked it into another vampire’s chest.

      My eyes flashed crimson, and sinister light enveloped the room. Two of the vampires were too slow to shield their eyes, and their skin turned gray and lifeless. In moments, both of them were encased in solid stone.

      The intelligent vampires in the back were all neck-deep in their spells now, and their combined efforts would be difficult to deal with if I didn't have a spell in my arsenal for just this situation.

      Elemental Singularity took all aspects of zeal around me and converted it all to the earth aspect, destabilizing and destroying every spell before my enemies could finish casting it.

      The vampires looked at their own hands in wordless confusion, a look I'd seen on many of my enemies in the past.

      I turned my attention to those wizards. With a flick of a mental switch I activated my illusory pain skill. The vampires' backs arched backward in agony, and they folded over on themselves. For a moment, they were unable to cast spells of their own while my mind magic preyed on them.

      While I attacked them mentally, I also planned to press them physically. I slipped into the ground beneath the arena to appear behind the strongest of the vampires. As soon as I appeared, I jammed Spell Eater into the small of her back and cut her in two.

      The wizard collapsed to the ground and I dove into another ley line beneath the stage to emerge behind the second-strongest wizard.

      She reacted faster than the first after seeing how I cut her ally down, and she already had another bolt of dragon-shaped lightning conjured beneath their palms. Now that I was so close, I could tell the dragon had fangs as though it was a vampire as well.

      The spell struck me in the chest, for all eyes seeming to be a direct hit that would surely knock me back and give the vampires the opportunity they needed to pounce on me.

      But the strike was an illusion. I'd used my Altered Reality spell to trick the vampire into thinking I was attacking from behind, when in reality I appeared right in front of her. She turned, missing me completely as she attacked my illusion. One fist smashed her into the ground, and I turned to the final late wizard vampire.

      I crossed the distance between me and her in one mighty jump, battering aside a pillar of earth shooting out of the ground. This vampire trying to use earth magic against me was like an elf trying to catch a bird in the sky. In terms of skill, she simply wasn't my match.

      I pressed my palm against the pillar of earth shooting out of the ground even as I passed by it. Skimming its surface, I poured a huge mass of earth zeal into it, taking control of the pillar for myself.

      Once I did, spikes shot out of the side of the pillar towards the very vampire who cast the spell as I utilized my oldest ability.

      The earth spikes impaled the vampire wizard, and I landed on her to find my work already done and the vampire dead.

      With the three most powerful opponents dealt with, taking care of the rest was nothing more than cleanup. Sweat beaded down my arms as I pushed myself, and I could feel my heartbeat pulse in my chest. It had been longer than I thought since I truly pushed myself. I never would have thought I'd become the kind of man eager for battle, especially when I'd been outmatched time and time again during my early days protecting the Hearthwood.

      But over the last year I'd grown strong. Strong enough to crush my enemies before they could even dare to harm me and mine.

      I jumped on each of the remaining vampires one by one, overpowering them with a combination of speed, skill, and raw power.

      "The Patriarch is invincible!"

      "He can't be beaten!"

      "Are we actually going to be able to set a new record because of him?"

      "I want to lick the sweat off his muscles!"

      The mage acolytes embraced each other even as they looked at me with wide eyes and expressions of awe on their faces.

      I threw them a wink as I tore the last vampire apart and tossed it across the chamber.

      But then I felt something cold crawl up my back. The simulation didn't end. There was no finish line in this arena; as far as I knew, the monsters simply continued getting ever stronger. And from what I was sensing, these next foes were truly strong.

      When I saw the next batch of monsters manifesting, I knew what they were. They were a batch of winged spiders with many heads, flickering and fading from moment to moment as their mandibles clinked against each other.

      These were Timeweaver Spiders, like the ones I'd fought in the capital. They had strange abilities unlike the elemental powers of most of the elves and monsters I was familiar with. Their uncanny appearance and their control over fate magic was something only Sam truly understood.

      They phased into existence, appearing faster and more gracefully than the simulation's other manifestations as their power over fate let them manipulate time.

      I settled into a defensive stance, ready and waiting.

      My thoughts raced at high speed, and all of my parallel thought minds were active. I used my superhuman senses to scan the area around me, watching and waiting as the insectoid monsters around me seemed to do nothing other than wait and watch me from the far corners of the room.

      Timeweaver Spider (Mid Wizard, Level 35) X 10

      Timeweaver Spider (Late Wizard, Level 38) x 5

      Timeweaver Spider (Early Sorcerer, Level 41) X 3

      I couldn't underestimate these bugs, especially those three at the sorcerer level. They were bigger than the rest, and their wings flapped behind them casting eerie shadows over the ground while their many heads flickered in an out of existence.

      Suddenly, one of them shifted, and I saw a head trapped beneath its mandibles. One of the elves within my barrier screamed in agony, and I turned to find her head exploding in a fountain of gore that evaporated as swiftly as it appeared.

      The sorcerer-realm spiders had some way to attack them despite my Layered Durability barrier, as though it wasn't even there.

      I'd made protecting them something of an objective for myself during this training simulation, so I knew I had to go on the offensive to deal with them. I lunged for the sorcerer that had made its way through my barrier. I created an illusory double to charge across the surface while I dove into a ley line to attack from beneath.

      The Timeweaver Spider wasn't surprised though. It treated my trick as though it had seen it before, and it ignored my illusion completely as it waited for me to appear. Its jaws were arrayed above my exit point like it knew just where I was going to appear.

      When I remanifested my body, its jaws clamped tight around me with incredible biting force. I knew from experience how badly those things could hurt, and I used Cloud Shift immediately to dodge the attack.

      The mandibles on the multiple heads latching on to me all missed, but I felt pain sprout across my body all the same.

      This creature had the same fate-based ability as the one that had been impersonating Sam. Because there was a chance that the ability could have landed, some portion of the damage it would have done was transferred to me despite dodging it.

      I cursed under my breath. This fate-aspect magic was too much. How could something so damnably unfair exist? I'd dodged its attack, and yet it hurt me anyway!

      Poison flooded my body and I knew I'd been hit with the Fateweaver venom. The effect wasn't as great or as potent as it had been against Melise, and I could fight through it, but my Bodily Supremacy ability told me that it would reduce the strength in my blows by around thirty percent, even with my World Titan Fiendbody working to combat the poison.

      "It'll take more than that to put me down!" I growled at the Timeweaver. Its multi-faceted eyes stared at me unblinkingly with uncaring alien contempt.

      I thrust Spell Eater forward. Since tricks wouldn't work, I would have to use a barrage of attacks so overwhelming the monster couldn't possibly resist.

      I swung my weapon time and again, going as fast as I could with the poison coursing through my veins. I struck blow after blow against the spider's legs and heads, and I saw cracks start to run through its exoskeleton. I used Titanic Strength, Magical Shattering, Return to Dust, and Corrosive Touch all at once to hammer on the monster with Spell Eater's armor-piercing blade.

      A second or two of this abuse would be more than the monster could take, and I struck so fast and so quick my attacks sounded like nothing more than a continuous series of blows. I used Embrittling Palm, striking with slow and steady repetition as I shattered the monster bit by bit.

      In mere moments, I'd brought a thousand blows raining down on the monster, with more coming with each passing moment. The strikes blended together until they were one continuous blow that rung through the air like the low grinding of steel on stone.

      Just when I was about to finally put this Timeweaver out of its misery, the others pounced on me. An attack from behind forced me to Cloud Shift again. I reappeared behind the same Timeweaver, hoping to finish it off. But to my shock a few of the other Timeweavers gathered around it and cast some manner of time-reversal spell.

      I watched an image of myself hacking at the Timeweaver appear in reverse. But this time instead of hacking off chunks of exoskeleton with each passing moment, more were appearing as I attacked. In mere moments, all of my work was undone and the Timeweaver was as healthy as before I attacked it.

      Then I heard another of my mage acolytes scream in agony as her head appeared within the jaws of a nearby Timeweaver. It crushed the elf's skull with a meaty crunch, leaving nothing more than shattered bone.

      "No!" I cried.

      But it was too late. The mage acolytes were dying one by one, and I couldn't deal with these Timeweavers fast enough to stop it.

      "Curse you, damn bugs!"

      I swung Spell Eater with reckless abandon. My attacks landed all around me in a wild fury. My strength was undeniable, especially to these Timeweavers that were only at the wizard realm.

      I smashed their chitinous bodies with each blow, cutting through them far faster than I could destroy their sorcerer-realm counterpart. My petrification ability seemed to be effective at first, but as soon as I looked away the transformation into stone abruptly reversed.

      My most potent defense against these things was a brutal direct assault. Soon, I'd eliminated a handful of wizards. But those three sorcerers continued to slay the mage acolytes I was defending one by one.

      "P-patriarch!" one of them gasped as her wide-eyed face appeared in the jaws of a Timeweaver Sorcerer.

      And instant later, her head shattered like the others and her body vanished as she was kicked from the simulation.

      I sought revenge on the Timeweaver for that, and I lunged at it with a snarl of fury. These things needed to die.

      The only problem was, I couldn't bring them down fast enough. The remaining wizard-realm spiders were joining hands to cast their time reversal spell, which removed any damage I did to one of the sorcerer-realm creatures before I could truly put it down.

      I needed a change of strategy. If I couldn't take out the sorcerer-realm spiders, I'd have to take out the wizard-realm ones supporting them. After I eliminated them and their annoying healing ability, I'd take a second crack at the stronger Timeweavers. I'd just need to dodge their attacks until then.

      I sought out each of the wizard-realm creatures, eying them like a hawk eyes a mouse. I slipped into a ley line as I caught one out of position and appeared beneath it.

      Spell Eater jammed through its thorax as I stepped out of the ground and used Earthshatter to throw the rest off balance and activated my Illusory Pain spell.

      Neither attack proved all that effective. With so many limbs, it was tough to knock these spiders off balance, and they didn't seem to react to pain the same way most creatures did. They stood there stoic and unflinching before the power I sent to hurt them.

      Gravitational Control proved to be the better ability to slow them down. When I fluctuated the force of gravity around them so that each step happened unpredictably, they started slowing down and moving with unsteady jitters.

      Or at least, that worked until one of the sorcerer-realm spiders used a mysterious fate spell that illuminated the entire chamber.

      Soon, the entire area reverted to the way it had been back when I was fighting the vampires, and I could see an illusory double of myself running around the chamber chasing down the vampire elves one by one as I put them down.

      Then, two of the sorcerer spiders latched onto my illusory double, biting it with their mandibles. The poison in my veins doubled in quantity, then tripled. It was as though I'd been bitten minutes ago instead of a handful of breaths, and the pain became many times more intense.

      I grit my teeth, but it was quickly becoming too much. I had one last hope, and that was my Elemental Singularity spell. I couldn't use that one often, but it was finally ready again from my last fight, and a burst of earth-aspect zeal shot out of me in a ring, converting the fate-aspect zeal in the air into earth.

      The fate spells at work around me collapsed one by one. That put an end to my illusory double, but not an end to the fight. Poison still coursed through my veins in ever-greater quantity, and I had to battle to remain conscious.

      "Gah!" I howled a wordless curse, not really sure what to say to these monsters but knowing that I hated them like a jellyfish stranded on the beach hates the sun.

      I ran around the battlefield, testing the rest of the spells in my arsenal. I cut through the remaining wizard-realm spiders one by one as I caught them off their guard. I would have been able to deal with any one of those three Timeweaver sorcerers.

      But all of them together at once? Especially in this simulated environment, which didn't seem to harm them like being out in normal time and space did when I fought the ones I'd met back in the Fateweaver Society? These things were just too tough for me to take down three at once.

      I let out one last furious curse as my Bodily Supremacy ability warned me that my body was coming apart at the seams. Under ordinary circumstances, that would have been my warning to flee with all haste and head somewhere safe so I could put my full concentration and power towards fixing this poison coursing through me.

      But since this was just a simulation, I opted for the foolish move of making one glorious final stand, hoping to take these spiders with me.

      My Sword Storm blades had been circling the arena this entire time, looking for openings. Though they hadn't attacked, their mere presence and the threat that I could strike with one of them had been though to keep the Timeweavers on their guard. I suspect no small number of their twitchy movements were them sensing futures where I impaled one of them using these flying swords.

      Now I sent them all flying down at once, each of them seeking one of the monsters even as I hurled myself at one of the sorcerer-realm spiders.

      The spider's mandibles headed right for me, and this time I didn't bother trying to dodge. The pincers snapped down around my shoulder, and I grinned maliciously as I cast Return to Dust and Corrosive Touch. The two spells worked together, dissolving the spider from the inside out even as its poison did the same to me.

      While it bit me, I rammed it with Spell Eater again and again, trying desperately trying to get through that thick exoskeleton.

      I felt Spell Eater's tip pierce something, and there were fewer wizard-realm spiders around this time to perform that healing spell so quickly. I felt the sorcerer-realm spider before me squirm like a worm on a line as I speared it through the center, my blade finally hitting home.

      It collapsed in a pile of broken parts, dead at my feet at last.

      "One down, two left to go..." I muttered, taking slow unsteady steps as I glared at the two remaining spiders. Both of them came at me at once.

      Black and red crowded my vision as I howled a wordless scream. The Timeweavers matched my voice with a hiss of their own. From the otherwise silent creatures, the sudden battle cry seemed all the more unnerving. Blood pumped through my arms and zeal flowed through my limbs tearing my flesh apart from within as I used every last bit of strength at my disposal.

      In the end, I wasn't sure what killed me, or if I'd even managed to kill my enemies in my final stand. Maybe it was the poison or maybe one of them had used a skill while I was busy dealing with the first sorcerer. Whatever it was, I awoke outside of the Simulation Chamber, with a cheering crowd around me.

      "Incredible! Patriarch, you just set a new record!" one of my mage acolyte partners said, head perfectly intact now that we were outside of the illusion.

      "That was truly a sight to behold, Patriarch!"

      "Your combat prowess is unmatched under heaven. Surely there is nothing on the entire continent that can stand up to you!"

      "What were those spider things? They were so scary!"

      "Timeweavers," I muttered, almost to myself. I ignored the cheering of the crowd and waved off the groups of people wanting me to give a victory speech. Everyone in the Hearthwood was treating me like a winner. As though I'd done something amazing.

      But I didn't feel like a winner. I should have beaten those spiders. I should have been able to crush them to dust beneath my fists or Spell Eater's might. Instead they'd brought me down with their combined might.

      Those things were out there right now. I knew they could get to this world, and though they might have turned their eyes away from us for the moment, there was no telling when they would return. I needed the strength to slay them all, or those dead elves I'd failed to protect during this battle could one day be my own family.

      When I faced these spiders for real, I was going to do far better than I had today.
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      I spent my next few days in diligent training, waiting for another enlightenment hint to become available at the pool of reflection. That would be my ticket to the peak of the wizard realm with my earth cultivation. Maybe then that fight with those Timeweavers would stop worrying me so much.

      "Why are you worrying so much?" Sam asked as the two of us sat down poring over a set of books on cultivation for humans at the late wizard realm. These books had mysteriously appeared in our family library over the last week, and I recognized Sam's handwriting in them, though when asked directly he merely shrugged and suggested fate materialized the books on our shelves.

      "Those Timeweavers are out there," I protested. "Just look at what they did to you! For all we know, they could be doing far worse to Dean."

      "Dean is fine." Sam waved his hand. "And my real body is fine as well. They just stole my skin is all."

      I gave him a flat look.

      "Really!" Sam said. "Losing a bit of flesh here and there happens to every cultivator during a big fight. It's not like I won't get better."

      "If you say so, Sam." Since my friend said he was fine, I would do my best not to worry about him. As for those Timeweavers, I'd worry about them all I wanted. "But I'm still going to try to figure out how to beat those time reversal abilities of theirs. Those things are just unfair! The Timeweavers I fought back in the Fateweaver Society couldn't fight that well."

      Sam gave me a small smile. "You fought them in a normal space time. In the World of Sanctuary and Serenity, and by extension my little network of pocket worlds connected by time, the spiders' powers to manipulate fate are greatly weakened. Think of it like you, an earth-aspect cultivator, trying to cast earth magic out in the middle of the ocean. You have the zeal you brought with you and not much else. But in their native habitat it's a different story. Spells that would be impossible for them here are easy for them there. By the sound of it, your Simulation Chamber was mimicking what it would be like to fight them on their home ground."

      "Got any tips?"

      Sam shrugged. "Those sorts of time reversal or probabilistic manipulation spells tend to fail when damage is inevitable or done over a long enough period of time. That's why poison is such a favorite among creatures that dwell in primordial spaces."

      I nodded, mind still locked on that battle I had against the Timeweavers. They were lurking just beyond perception, hidden in that strange space beyond the reaches of the normal world. They could appear at any time right in the middle of the Hearthwood, and the only warning I'd have was Mac scanning the area with The Wanderer's assets.

      I wasn't happy with those kinds of creatures lurking nearby. I hated what they'd done when they'd spread throughout Deania, taking over elves at will. What were their plans?

      I needed to be ready to deal with them when the time came, and I was certain the time would come sooner rather than later.

      I thanked Sam for giving me a few cultivation pointers that would help me progress through the wizard realm a little further, and he gave me some parting words of advice.

      "The sorcerer realm is higher than most people can ever hope to reach," Sam said. "It marks the difference between the exceptional and the truly extraordinary. You are powerful now, and you've got that strong body cultivation thing of yours going on, but you should still focus on reaching the sorcerer realm."

      "I can fight sorcerers already."

      "Just being able to fight a sorcerer isn't the same as being one." Sam shook his head. "It isn't the same as feeling reality between your hands like wet clay, ready to be sculpted. You have to promise me you won't try to look for either me or Dean before reaching the sorcerer realm."

      "Fine, I won't come running after you two recklessly. But just tell Dean the next time your real body sees him that you two had best start heading back soon. Otherwise I might get restless."

      Sam gave me a thin-lipped smile. "We'll come say hello in person as soon as we can."

      But I could tell from the look of his eyes that wouldn't be any time soon.
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        * * *

      

      I headed into the Cultivation Chamber to practice a few of my spells a little more. Perhaps I could hone Elemental Singularity to the point that I could use it more frequently, or maybe I could find some combination of spells that would be more effective against Timeweaver Spiders than what I'd come up with so far. Or maybe some burst of inspiration that would let me overcome the advantage fate zeal gave those spiders.

      While questioning Sam, he'd given me a few ideas for dealing with fate users.

      Poison was the most viable option. Unfortunately, the earth aspect of body cultivation didn't have much in the way of options for poison. It's hard to poison someone with a pile of rocks.

      Perhaps I could draw certain rare aspects out of the rocks? Like a poison mineral? Iodine perhaps? I'd seen Sava using a bottle of the stuff in water as an antiseptic, so I knew it could be found in this world.

      "Mac, you've done a lot of tunneling through the Hearthwood while building your dungeon. Have you found any interesting mineral deposits? I want to experiment with making some sort of earth-aspect poison."

      [As a matter of fact, I've recovered a handful of rare materials and meteorites. I'll have them sent to the Dimensional Storage.]

      True to his promise, Mac provided me with a handful of stones of various shapes and size. I pulled them into the Cultivation Chamber with me and sat down to concentrate with them sitting beside me.

      Sorting through the muddled mass of aspects within the stones was simple enough. Since upgrading my magical perception from mage sight to spirit sight these tasks had become significantly easier, and I could now discern even the tiniest differences in zeal particles with nothing more than a glance.

      Between that and my superhuman vision, I could simply focus on a rock and I would perceive it as though I was looking at it through a microscope.

      "Bit of iron there, I'll save that. Nickel... oh neodymium, I'll save that..."

      I merrily focused on using my magic like a harvesting machine, plucking valuable elements out of these rocks like a farmer plucking ripe strawberries. I fell into something of a trance for a while, and was only disturbed when I encountered something strange.

      I halted my other activities. Moments ago, my mind was spread across harvesting a dozen smaller rocks. Now I turned my full attention to one small stone sitting on my lap. There was something unusual about it. Something I'd never seen before.

      Under spirit sight, the magic within the stone glowed with an ethereal light, bright green and noxious.

      At first I wasn't sure what it was. There was zeal streaming from whatever the glowing thing within the center of the stone was. The unusual aspects betrayed the substance's exotic nature.

      "Now why would a rock have so much fire zeal within it?"

      The aspects of the zeal within the stone spoke of explosive power. The sudden rush of energy, consuming all within its reach in the blink of an eye. In fact, this little stone contained more explosive power than I'd ever seen in any alchemical potion or enchantment. There was enough raw power in this thing to destroy a city, if detonated all at once.

      Had the stone truly been that dangerous, I would have gotten rid of it immediately. Thankfully, it wasn't so potent in its natural state. The deadly substance within the stone was filled with impurities, and the energy within shot out of it in thin scattered gasps. The substance within was also losing mass at an alarming rate as it was slowly converted into a less excitable state. Whatever this stuff was, it looked like it had a relatively short half-life. There must have been an immense quantity of it at one point for so much of it to remain until now.

      "Mac, where did you find this stone?" I asked as I squinted at the thing in my lap.

      [A few hundred meters underground, near an underground vent. I suspect a dungeon deep beneath the earth created it and spat it out until it was nearly at the surface.]

      "Well if there's any more, we should dig it up and store it somewhere safe. It appears to be dangerously radioactive."

      In fact, this little rock was emitting enough energy to kill an ordinary human. That sounded incredibly dangerous, but even heartwielders had access to potions and medicine that could restore entire severed limbs or organs. Fixing a little radiation poisoning wouldn't be too big a deal for any skilled alchemist or spirit healer unless the zeal was being used as a carrier for a powerful curse or hex.

      Back when I was just at the Silver realm, I'd been able to heal from having my heart cut out and a hole the size of my head blown in my chest in just a few hours, so I wasn't worried about a little radiation myself. The magical field of energy generated by the Gold Skin particles hovering just beneath the surface of my body were more than enough to deflect any negative energy before it could even do enough harm to force my massively enhanced healing factor to start working.

      Containing the substance was important, but not too pressing. Still, it was an interesting substance, and the radiation aspect of the substance was worth playing with a bit more. It could be just what I needed to deal with the Timeweavers.

      While Mac excavated more of the radioactive stuff for me, I played with it a little more. I tried to replicate the zeal it was emitting, but the zeal was firmly in the aspect of fire, despite coming from what looked like a rock. That meant I couldn't do much with it no matter what I tried.

      I let out a long, slow sigh, passing the stone back and forth between my palms as I failed to get it to do much more than sterilize the room. In frustration, I gave the rock a little squeeze. To my surprise, the strength in my grip was enough to stir a little extra power out of the rock. The energy it was emitting flared brighter for a moment before fading back down to its normal level as I loosened my grip.

      "Might have to be careful with that," I chuckled to myself. "If I squeezed this thing with my full strength it might start going critical."

      Perhaps I could add an enchantment to Spell Eater that would allow me to turn the force of my blows into a burst of radiation that struck my targets?

      I wasn't entirely satisfied with that. To me, it seemed like nothing more than a marginal improvement to the cutting enchantment I already had on my weapon. Besides, this level of radiation wouldn't be all that effective past the earliest levels of cultivation. Any opponent I brought Spell Eater out against would heal faster than this radiation would harm them. I needed something more potent.

      In the end, I tabled the entire line of thought to explore some of the spells The Wanderer had suggested to me before. I wasn't too interested in learning new spells until I reached the sorcerer realm, but a few of my current arsenal of spells could use a bit of a touch-up given my current understanding of magic. I worked on them awhile, refreshing some of my old heartwielder spells with new tricks.

      Most of those older spells had sadly started slipping into irrelevancy. Even my old favorite, the Stone Obelisk spell, was only useful if I covered an entire area with them before a fight. These days I used them less as the zeal-control enhancing magical devices they were and more as giant spikes to hurl at my enemies. It was a sad use for what had once been one of the most powerful abilities in my arsenal. Perhaps there was a way to make it useful again.
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        * * *

      

      After touching up a few spells and techniques while making plans to revise more after a trip to the family library, I left the Cultivation Chamber to return to the surface.

      I'd hoped to check on the pool of reflection again and keep in touch with current events in the Hearthwood. I didn't ever want to become one of those ancient patriarchs and matriarchs who went into seclusion for a hundred years and forgot all about their family and clan.

      And it turned out I'd exited just in time. Apparently, the Hearthwood was just now receiving some old friends.

      I recognized the pale wood of the Whitewood Clan on their carriages before I recognized the elves themselves. I'd ridden on those things as I accompanied their Clan to Moonbow City not long ago. At first I assumed it was just a visiting merchant company using the wood the Whitewood Clan was known for, but then I saw Yavilla looking out the window talking with one of my daughters.

      That was the Whitewood Clan alright. They came for a visit far sooner than I could have ever expected.

      A smile came to my face and I jumped from where I was standing on the ground until I was soaring high over the Hearthwood. As I fell, I reached into my Dimensional Storage and pulled out my flying sword, activating it just long enough to slow my fall so that I touched down on the ground without a sound.

      "Welcome to the Hearthwood," I said as I appeared behind Yavilla.

      She turned with a look of eager joy on her face. "Master!"

      My daughter overseeing entry into the Hearthwood was Salica, one of my daughters by Sava. She looked at me quizzically.

      "Do you know this woman, Father?"

      "As a matter of fact," I answered as I wrapped a hand around Yavilla's shoulders. "She's practically family."

      Salica nibbled on her lip a moment and scribbled something down on the piece of paper in front of her. "In that case, I'll only charge her the family rate on her goods."

      "How generous of you." I rolled my eyes and let out a little laugh. Salica's family tariff rate wasn't much better than the normal one. If she wasn't my daughter, I would have protested.

      "There are a few spare buildings around Castle Mac," I told Yavilla. "You can set your clan up there for temporary lodgings. How long were you all planning to stay? It looks like you brought the whole crew along."

      "Well..." Yavilla bit her lip. "You did say we were always welcome in the Hearthwood."

      I let out a short snort. "So, a very long time then."

      Yavilla batted her eyes at me.

      "Bring your sister for dinner tonight," I said. "I'd like to introduce you to my women."

      "Oh, Yorik made introductions last night," Yavilla answered, much to my surprise. "I think I already know a few of them. Matriarch Nela suggested I present myself to you at dinner as well, so I've already been invited."

      I raised my eyebrows in surprise. "How thrilling. I suppose I'll see you then."
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        * * *

      

      Later that night, I sat with my children before a large table already set with the appetizers for the night's meal. Our usual servants were nowhere to be seen, which was a bit strange but not unheard of when Mac desperately wanted something cleaned. He'd commandeered the entire castle staff before.

      To my surprise, most of my children were gathered around the table. Normally, I could barely get a third of them to show up for a family dinner without making it a special occasion and an order from the clan's patriarch.

      "Well this is a joyous occasion!" I smiled. "Normally we don't all get together like this except for family meetings."

      I surveyed the crowd, containing more than forty elves, plus Yorik and Korra. It was quite the family. We'd had to expand our dining room several times, and we'd long since given up just having one table. As it was, we needed at least four massive ones to get everyone seated.

      Most of my children waited to get seated, but a few of my kids from my third generation of children started pouring themselves an extra tall glass of wine the moment they saw the pitcher up for grabs.

      "Do you really have to burp after every glass of Mellonwine?" Salica asked her younger sister Saesca as she drained her glass in one gulp.

      "It's good!" Saesca said, patting her belly in such a way that one might think she were a brawny orc instead of a dainty young elf. "Not my fault I like it so much."

      While my first generation of children tolerated the antics of my third, the second opted to stay away from them entirely, taking their own table. Raised in the Palace of Deania, those children's mannerisms were closer to those of the elves in the capital, since that's where they manifested. In contrast, most of the memories that my third-generation children had from before they manifested were from orcs of the Blackgorge Tribe.

      "Heavens, don't they know how to use a fork?" I overheard one of my daughters from there muttering as she cast a glance at the table of her siblings from the World of Struggle and Strife.

      "Quit that talk. We're all one family," I chided. "In fact, let's push our tables together. Do it quick and we'll still have time for me and your mothers to chat with you about cultivation a bit here and there."

      No matter the generation, my children knew the importance of growing their power. All of them were eager to learn whatever they could to help them get stronger, and me and their mothers were certainly prepared to help them.

      We drank and settled into our chairs, and before long we were greeted by a tray of roasted mushrooms roasted and glazed in all manner of delicate sauces I didn't know the names for. I ate it, and it was good.

      "I didn't realize the Hearthwood had the ingredients for this dish," I said appreciatively. "I don't normally like mushrooms. In fact, the only time I've ever enjoyed them are when the Whitewood Clan served me some."

      "That's exactly where these came from," Nela said with a smile. She had her long golden hair pulled back behind her head, and I noticed this was the first time I'd seen her out of her Songstone Clan Elder armor in a while. Most of the tension she'd had lately was gone from her shoulders, and that cheeky girlish grin I'd only caught glimpses of now and again adorned her face once more.

      "So they brought some with them to the Hearthwood?" I asked in pleasant surprise. "Wonderful. Speaking of, Yavilla mentioned she would be at dinner tonight to say hello to you all. Have you seen her? Perhaps she got lost. The castle is very large these days."

      "She isn't lost," Nela laughed. "She's cooking. She'll be out in a bit."

      Sure enough, the main course was served by Yavilla and Tavilla themselves.

      The pair of them were both dressed to impress. They wore long flowing robes with the sides slit so high I could see their hips. Thin white cloth and jewelry drooped around their necks and just barely covered their chests, leaving their stomach exposed. The symbol of the Whitewood Clan shone on their dress, overshadowed only by the symbol for the Hearthwood Clan. It was clear whose allegiance they'd pledged themselves to.

      "Thank you, our patrons in the Hearthwood Clan for taking us in." Yavilla bowed her head as she presented dinner. "The Whitewood Clan is honored to be granted the position of servant clan to your august personages, pending approval from your patriarch, of course. Please, let us make this dinner as wonderful as possible."

      Suddenly, the doors opened and a long trail of servants spilled out, counting more than fifty in number. That meant there were enough of them to have one attend to every member of my family. I felt Yavilla position herself behind me, and she placed a plate of something that smelled incredibly succulent on the table in front of me.

      "Are these the legendary Moonbow Sharpsight Grass herbs?" Sava asked with excitement as she poked at a lump of battered Plains Stomper on her plate.

      "That's correct," Yavilla answered. "They're known to permanently enhance the vision of anyone who consumes them. The Moonbow Clan was very fond of them. It meant even their heartwielders could see and hit a target from a league away. The Whitewood Clan was fortunate enough to make sure it didn't go to waste."

      "Meaning you harvested it before the orcs could figure out what it was," I chuckled. "Clever."

      "The old Moonbow Clan residence belonged to our master at the time, so it was only right for us to save them for him." She winked at me, who'd been their master since they arrived in Moonbow City.

      "Did you save any of the seeds?" Sava asked, eagerness shining behind her eyes even as she licked the magical herbs off her plate, having finished her food within moments.

      "If you require a patch, then they will be yours, Mistress Sava," Yavilla answered.

      Sava grinned and wiped her face. "I'm liking the sound of this. Tell me, how good are your people at gardening?"

      The rest of the meal was just as lovely, with the Whitewood Clan presenting delicacies from southern Deania with each course. The meal took eighteen courses all together, and by the time we were finished I was positively stuffed.

      My children cleared out shortly after, leaving just me and my women alone to talk. Servants from the Whitewood Clan came forward to take away the dirty plates and sweep the floors.

      The servants pulled the tables back, leaving me and my women sitting in our chairs like a row of thrones.

      Then, the two Whitewood matriarchs presented themselves before us, falling to their knees and bowing their heads.

      "The Whitewood Clan is at your disposal, now and forever more!" Yavilla announced. "We in the Whitewood Clan subordinate ourselves to the power and authority of the Hearthwood Clan forever more, with the heavens as our witness!"

      I raised my eyebrows. "That's quite an oath, Yavilla. Especially taking into account the fact that you're a wizard. You could go anywhere in Deania and live a life full of power and influence."

      "We could." Yavilla gave me a sheepish look even as she fell to her knees. "But we in the Whitewood Clan are not born warriors. We've always tended gardens, prepared meals, and generally served at the beck and call of greater powers. I know I could not lead my clan to a life of glory and conquest. But we can support yours in doing so, if you'll have us."

      Tavilla looked up at me from her knees as well, mirroring Yavilla's sentiment with her eyes.

      "Please, Patriarch Theo! We wish to serve you just as we served you when you were Chief Blackgorge!" Yavilla pleaded. "Give us a chance."

      "They did make good food," Assyrus reasoned from off to my right. She slumped in her chair, unable to sit straight after indulging as heavily as she had.

      "And they're all very eager to please," Eltiana added as she poked Assyrus's stuffed belly. "Those Whitewood Clan elves seem like they're ready to do anything we say!"

      "Lots of training," Yorik explained to Eltiana.

      "And they can maintain my garden!" Sava batted her eyes at me playfully, like a child who'd just brought home a lost puppy. "Please, can we keep them?"

      I sighed. "Alright, since you've already sworn a heavenly oath on me, I can't very well turn you away. Welcome to the Hearthwood to you and yours!"

      Yavilla and Tavilla both breathed a sigh of relief.

      "Thank you, Master! We're so glad you're taking us back!" Yavilla said as she hugged my leg.

      "Alright, enough of that. No more calling me master," I chided. "As far as I'm concerned, you're a legitimately employed servant of Castle Mac."

      "They're a lot more than that," Nela said with a smirk on her face. "You're lucky I ran into the Whitewood Clan on the road. They were positively staggering along. Most of them could barely walk."

      I frowned. "Why was that?" I looked Yavilla and Tavilla over. They both seemed healthy enough. And there hadn't been anything wrong with the servants earlier.

      "Let's just say a few of us got to experience the other end of one of your favorite egg extraction procedures," Nela chuckled. "You've been a busy man, Theo. Bring in the cart!"

      Yavilla and Tavilla jumped to their feet, swiftly hauling in a hovering platform covered with more than a dozen chests. Each of those chests was heavily laden with eggs the size of a fist.

      "We heard you liked having new wisps, so we made sure to make a lot of them for you, Master!" Yavilla announced with a giddy smile.

      I stood up and swept my gaze over the eggs. There looked like there was at least seventy there. Enough that I was certain every member of the Whitewood Clan had laid one.

      "How many eggs did you make?" I asked in awe.

      "We only dared use a little of your seed for our own cultivation," Yavilla replied. "The rest all went to making new eggs! We knew we'd need to replenish our numbers after we lost so many when our old home was overrun, but... well... we may have gone a little overboard."

      I stared at the massive pile of eggs. I remembered plunging into every member of the Whitewood Clan and spraying my seed all over their manor on more than one occasion. At the time, I'd just assumed they'd used the vitality for their own cultivation. Perhaps I hadn't quite thought things through as well as I thought...

      Suddenly, the vast fortune I'd accumulated conquering most of the continent didn't seem so vast anymore. I was fortunate there weren't any colleges in this world, because if I had to save up to send so many off to school even my sprawling treasury would soon be completely empty.

      I rubbed her head fondly, just as I used to. "We'll put these downstairs in the incubation chamber."

      "Isn't that where you keep the eggs from your matriarchs though? Aren't you afraid of mixing them in with your main bloodline? We were hoping you'd recognize them as your children, but--"

      I shook my head. "They're my wisps-to-be, so I'm going to take care of them. Now, if you haven't already, go ahead and get the Whitewood Clan settled. I've decided to accept your offer of servitude. You and your clan will have a permanent private manor all to yourselves."
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      A few days later when I was just finishing up helping Yavilla and her people settle in, Sam called me into the library.

      My old friend was actually up and about and moving this time, instead of confined to a chair. His steps were a bit clunky still, and his legs wobbled unnaturally. I suspected they were still really just balloons filled with air, but he'd gotten a lot better at making himself look healthy. Still, I was on the hopeful side.

      "So, how much of you have you managed to pipe through to this world through your connection with your real body?' I asked.

      "Eh, the Timeweavers figured out what I was doing and cut off the connection a few hours ago. I'm afraid I've lost contact with my true form. But that's alright. I've got enough of a soul now that I can stabilize this avatar. Eventually I'll reunite with myself."

      "Interesting stuff. I'd be curious to hear more about how clones work. I've heard some rumors that they can turn evil."

      "They can for some people," Sam chuckled. "And by some people, I mean Dean. Every one of his clones has turned evil almost instantly. But this has happened to me before. I'll be fine." He combed his fingers through his sandy hair as he riffled through the books on a nearby shelf.

      I watched him finger the books on the shelf, fumbling more than someone of his level should. I watched one book tumble from his grip, and Sam barely bent over in time to catch it.

      I darted to his side, looking him up and down.

      "Are you alright?"

      Sam laughed. "I'm not going to pop like a balloon from a little paper cut. Sure I'm a little weaker than usual and it's taking some getting used to, but I'll survive."

      I forced my worried expression to ease. "So, how are you finding my little family library? I raided quite a few enemy nations to assemble the collection we have here in the Hearthwood. All the finest tomes from the Sunspire Kingdom, the Ancient Tree Temple, the Isles, and the Golden Swords Sect. All together in one collection."

      "Yes, there are a number of new books written in the past hundred years that have piqued my interest. Elven understanding of magic continues to march onward once again." Sam let out a tired sigh, as though that was a source of great worry for him. "I'm not sure if this classifies as a golden age yet, but it will soon."

      "What do you mean?" I'd always been curious about the secrets of the end of each golden age of elves, and Sam might be someone who could finally tell me the answer. I had my guesses, but nothing as firm as an explanation.

      "From what I've gathered, the end of each golden age is something of a scouring of life from the surface of the world. It wipes out every powerful faction and strong group of elves on the World of Sanctuary and Serenity, leaving nothing more than a few scattered tribes."

      "Why would that happen?" I asked. "Wasn't this world created for the elves?"

      Sam sighed. "It was, but that doesn't mean people couldn't mess with it later. The elves had enemies from beyond the stars, powerful enough to pull this sort of thing off. I don't know the whole story, but I do know me and Dean were working on a way to bring our elven families into a pocket world to avoid the purge during the next Golden Age. We haven't figured anything out yet though. That seems more like the kind of thing you would puzzle through, if this were the old days."

      I rubbed my chin in thought. "That certainly does sound like a big problem. Fortunately, it also sounds like the type of problem that I should have a few hundred years to mull over. By then, I'm sure we'll have better solutions."

      For starters, Argona was already establishing a presence for the Hearthwood Clan in space. If that presence continued to grow, the Hearthwood Clan would survive no matter what happened to this planet.

      "But enough of those heavy topics for now. You're in recovery, and Mac said not to cause you undue stress. How about you tell me what you and Dean have been up to these past few hundred years?

      Sam waved a hand. "You'd probably find a better account of our stories in the history books. Tales of our deeds back then have long since been written down. Don't read the ones in the capital though. Dean had a few parts he didn't like removed. In fact, I'm certain I spotted a few of the better books in your library around here."

      "What about the Fateweaver Society?" I pressed as I ushered him back into his seat. "Tell me how you founded them."

      "Well... I didn't really found the Fateweaver Society so much as people just started coming to me and asking for advice," Sam chuckled.

      "And would those people happen to be beautiful elven women?" I raised an eyebrow.

      "Don't you know it!" Sam and I shared a laugh. "I'm sure you know all about that by now."

      "Oh, I've certainly had my fair share of adventures," I chuckled. "But we're talking about yours."

      "Well, at first the group of wizards we arrived on this world with kept us on a tight leash. They fed us pills and potions so we'd break through to mage acolyte in our first month of being here. But that was as long as Yonda and Erula could keep Dean restrained. You know how he could be back on Earth. A Dean with magic powers? Now there was no keeping him out of trouble..."

      And so Sam told me the story of Deania and its founding, so many centuries ago. He told me of the creation of the Fateweaver Society, and how it rose to power among squabbling tribes to form an organization that existed beyond mere blood ties.

      Before we knew it, the two of us were six barrels and a bottle of wine in. He had the bottle; given his medical condition of not having internal organs, he could only let the wine evaporate and inhale it slowly.

      Me on the other hand, with my superhuman body, needed a barrel at least to even begin feeling tipsy. I was certain Dean was going to want to have a drinking competition when we met up again, so I wanted to make sure I knew my limits ahead of time.

      "Ha! I certainly don't envy you having little Lyanva as a mother in law. You wouldn't believe the trouble she caused when she first manifested. She takes far too much after her father." Sam shook his head. "Truth be told, I never would have guessed she'd be the one of Dean's children to show the most interest in rulership. I always thought she was more of the wandering cultivator type."

      "Tivana's mother certainly seems to be a handful," I chuckled. "But she did get Tivana by my side, so I'm grateful for that."

      "As for her sister, Ashanel Frostweaver..." Sam groaned. "I can't believe she ended up consorting with vampires from another world. I'll have to have a few words with that girl. She always seemed like a sweet little thing. You know back when she was just a mage acolyte she'd run out into the fields outside the city and pick flowers for me? She even had people start calling her Frostweaver in tribute to me."

      "You have some history with her?"

      Sam waved his hand. "Unlike Dean's other daughters, she was born before Dean developed an affinity for space zeal, so she didn't get it naturally. And unlike Lyanva, she didn't have the talent to inherit it after the fact. I helped her pick a new aspect by doing some divination to see what type of magic she'd cultivate the furthest in, then helped her make the switch to the frost aspect and cultivate it to true mage. She was a good student, always attentive and taking notes. She was always asking for more hands-on instruction though. And she was a bit weirdly touchy too."

      "It sounds like she respected you way back when." I shrugged and hefted my barrel of wine with one hand, taking a long slug from its contents. "Maybe you can set her on the straight and narrow. I'm not sure what punishment her sister has in store for her for the chaos she caused, but she isn't likely to get off lightly. She might not get off at all unless the investigation proves the vampires were controlling her mind just like all the others."

      Sam chuckled. "I'll have to see if I can set her straight. But I sure as hell am not walking into the capital when little Lyanva has a higher cultivation level than me. I've seen what happens to those who become the subject of her 'little pranks'. When I'm recovered, I'll have a word with her. For now, your woman Melise is handling everything I want done in the Fateweaver Society. I think they've had enough of me in person for the time being."

      "With the number of clones that have shown up besmirching your name, you'll have to work to prove yourself."

      "And it doesn't help the fact that this body of mine is just a clone." Sam groaned. "Anya won't even speak to me unless I show up in my real body. Apparently she's had enough of clones too. Not that I blame her with what she's been through."

      We sat and chatted for two days and two nights, never stopping all the while. Eventually, Sam got down to the reason he'd called me.

      "Right, so I was doing a little thinking on your current cultivation issues and I've devised a little meditation technique based on some of the better ones me and Dean found in our time." He pulled out a pad of paper and started scribbling with inhuman speed. Ink flew from his pen like it was coming off a printer, and line after line of text materialized before him.

      I leaned over his shoulder to get a better look at what he was writing. The paper was titled, 'Meditation Techniques for Understanding Your Aura'.

      "This technique should help you progress through the last stages of the wizard realm. Between that and the magical fountain you've told me about, we'll be able to get you to the sorcerer realm in a few years at most," Sam spoke as he wrote, mind unhindered in the slightest by attending to the two tasks simultaneously. "I'm jealous. It took me and Dean more than a hundred years to do what you've done in one."

      "The Wanderer and my women have been tremendously helpful to me," I humbly replied. "Not to mention what Dean left behind, and now what you're doing too."

      Sam gave me a small smile and a shake of his head. "We had plenty of help as well. You deserve to be proud. But anyway, this meditation technique is designed to open your mind to the nascent will left within your aura. By perceiving and communicating with it you can manipulate its actions and desires on a conscious level. Not only will practicing this way give you better control over your aura's abilities, it will also let you catch glimpses of your aura's desires. As you and your aura grow closer, thereby giving you the enlightenment you need to reach the next stage of your cultivation."

      "How long do you think it will take?" I asked.

      "At your cultivation rate?" Sam shrugged. "Another year or two for you to reach the sorcerer realm. To people with lifespans as long as ours, that's not very long at all. You could be a demigod this century, Theo! I don't think anyone's ever done that in just a hundred years. I've heard people calling Lyanva an unprecedented genius for doing it in three hundred!"

      A hundred years sounded terribly slow to me, but perhaps when I was as old as Sam was I'd think differently. And no matter what, I knew a couple of people who could use this meditation technique even more than I could.

      "Do I have permission to share this with my women?" I asked. "I have several at the early stages of the wizard realm, and they could really benefit from something like this."

      Sam shrugged. "Do what you want. I give this technique away in good faith, as repayment for the hospitality you and your clan have shown me. I actually developed something similar years ago and thought it would spread throughout the lands like wildfire, but it seems like elven wizards are greedy and unwilling to share their secrets with others."

      I left Sam, shaking my head clear of all the wine I'd drunk as he returned to flipping through our library to read what we had, and occasionally stopping to write a few books of his own to add to our collection.

      Upon leaving, I studied the meditation technique in my hands. It was every bit as complex and thorough as I expected of my old friend, only this had the experience and wisdom of a demigod with centuries of study behind it.

      The whole thing was rather complicated, and I suspected I'd have a difficult time figuring out just how to use it. Luckily, I had an advantage few others had.

      I walked to the Command Center where Mac had access to a few of the cameras and let him scan the pages one by one.

      "Well? Did it appear in the Cultivation Chamber?" I asked Mac.

      [It did, just a moment ago. The Wanderer has figured the whole thing out, simulated you learning to use the technique and practicing it for a decade, and is ready to shove all that knowledge and experience into your squishy meat-brain.]

      "Excellent."

      So I headed to the Cultivation Chamber and found Sam's meditation technique waiting for me.

      Purchase Samuel the Fateweaver's Aura Enlightenment technique? (Cost: 800 points)

      Eight hundred points wasn't all that much to me these days, so I purchased the technique without hesitation. I sat back and relaxed as The Wanderer uploaded knowledge of the ability directly to my brain. Soon enough, I felt like I'd already been using it for a decade and sank into a trance without any effort at all.

      Time flowed by. One minute turned into one hour, and one hour turned into longer than I cared to count. I immersed myself into that billowing black cloud within me. I sank into its hungry depths like a diver beneath the waves, exploring uncharted caverns and looking for hidden treasures.

      Eventually, I found something. There was a sense of solidarity here, concealed among the roiling waves of greed and passion. A sense of certainty. My aura knew what it was. A primordial being made to soar through stretches of unformed space, reshaping reality itself in its wake. Its actions were ordained by the creators who had made it, and its quest was a noble one. I couldn't quite glean what that quest was, but I knew that my aura believed in it with all its being.

      Yes, that was the word. I latched onto it like newfound treasure.

      You've comprehended a new aspect of your aura. You are now a level 39 late wizard.

      You have unlocked the ability: Certainty of Purpose.

      This ability allows you to target specific enemies or objectives, increasing the effectiveness of all your other abilities on them.

      "Now that is an ability." I grinned to myself. The power to target specific enemies for annihilation? That sounded exactly up my alley.

      I tested out the power, and it turned out to be rather instinctual. All I had to do was desire to attack a person or thing and my powers against them would be enhanced with a certain sense of needing to push them aside, like they were anathema to everything I stood for.

      "All that's left is to unite my comprehensions into one, bind them to something important, and become a sorcerer." I grinned to myself. I was already well ahead of Sam's expectations. Maybe if an enlightenment hint was available, I could be a sorcerer by the end of the day. Based on what Tivana said, I needed something valuable and important to me to serve as the anchor and foundation of my soul palace. But I had plenty of valuable things in storage. I was certain I could keep trying until I found something that worked.

       I left the Cultivation Chamber to find several people already waiting for me. One of them scurried off as soon as they saw the hatch in the floor open. Those that remained behind presented me with warm towels and cups of water.

      "What's all the fuss about?" I asked as I wiped my face down and drank one of the cups of water.

      "Sir, you've been cultivating for nearly two weeks. The matriarchs are anxious to see you again," a servant from the Whitewood Clan explained.

      Two weeks under accelerated time dilation meant months had gone by for me within those chambers. No wonder they thought I needed a bath.

      So I let the elves of the Whitewood Clan who presented themselves haul me off to a nearby bathing chamber I'd never seen in the castle before. Mac might have moved things around to position this one here just for me when I finally emerged.

      The two servants stripped as they entered the bath and strapped sponges to their arms as they joined me in the water.

      "I have to admit, I knew I was really going to enjoy having servants like you girls." I let out a long sigh.

      "There is no need to miss us, Master." One servant bowed her head. "The Whitewood Clan is yours and yours alone, now and forever. Our matriarchs swore it to be so."

      "You aren't going to go recruiting male elves from other clans on me, are you?" I asked with a curious brow upraised. "After all, every clan needs a new generation, and I'm raising all of your children with me to be part of the Hearthwood Clan."

      "Of course not, Master," the Whitewood servant said. "After you claimed each and every one of us as Chief Blackgorge, there is no way any of us could ever be satisfied with anyone else. Our entire clan is sworn to you for the rest of our lives."

      "And we certainly don't have to worry about figuring out how to have a new generation sired," the other Whitewood servant laughed. "Our master has been most generous and allowed each of us to lay a few eggs for him. That's more than any others could ever hope for. However, since I'm sure you'll have greater plans than servant-hood for all the wisps sired by you, we can adopt new wisps not of your line to bring in fresh blood. That way the Whitewood Clan can continue to serve you for thousands of years just as you know it today."

      "That's a very generous offer," I grunted as the two women worked very hard to make sure my matriarchs’ favorite toy was polished clean by working it over with their tongues in this bath. "But I don't want you having new elves sired for the sole purpose of becoming servants for me. Everyone has their own passions and their own lives to live. The same goes for you ladies. Besides, I think a few hundred women is enough even for me."

      "Many elven women will weep at the thought of not being able to serve you," the servant not polishing my shaft whispered in my ear as she scrubbed my back. "But your kindness and generosity will become as legendary as your strength and guile."

      I suspected the Whitewood Clan would soon become just as good at flattering me as they were at serving me. The two servants at the mage acolyte level were far from enough to bring me to climax, but both of them worked their hardest to please me and eagerly lapped up the few drops of fluid that leaked out of me for their efforts.

      I left the bath with a cock as hard as stone. I'd have to hunt down Yavilla, Tavilla, or one of my matriarchs to truly relieve this burning heat. That was something of a recurring theme to my life though, so I dismissed the desire to spend the day locked in lust and headed off to my duties. My Bodily Supremacy technique allowed me to make myself go soft through sheer force of will, and so after assuring my little friend that there would be plenty of action later when I met up with my matriarchs again, I headed off to attend to my duties as the Patriarch of the Hearthwood Clan.
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      The enlightenment hint I found waiting for me turned out to be a disappointment. It worked well enough, and I felt a flash of insight upon accepting it from The Wanderer. But the insight it gave faded before I saw anything important, not even a hint of what state of mind it would take to reach the sorcerer realm.

      Perhaps I'd been too eager? I'd already spoken with both Tivana and Sam at length about this process, but maybe there was more research to do before I could take that final step.

      "Sava, try this new thing Sam wrote for me," I said as I handed her a copy of Sam's meditation technique. "It really works. It might help you and the other girls progress through the wizard realm."

      Sava's eyes lit with joy, and she wrapped her arms around me. "Thank you, Theo!"

      I chuckled as I bent down and planted a kiss on her brow, still scrunched with concentration. Moments before, she'd been hunched over a boiling cauldron, green hair tied up neatly in a bun with something between a lab coat and apron tied around her waist. To my pleasant surprise, that turned out to be the only thing she was wearing.

      "Don't thank me," I chuckled. "I'm just passing along something Sam gave me. He really did all the work. But I suppose if you really wanted to thank me, I could give you some vitality to help speed your cultivation along..."

      Sava took my meaning instantly. She finished me off after the two servants worked me up, using her mouth and hands with experienced skill. Just when I was about to blow my first load, she pointed my shaft towards the cauldron she was working on, adding her signature secret ingredient to whatever special potion she was brewing at the moment.

      "Your cultivation has really improved!" Sava said as she dipped a ladle into her potion and took a tiny sip. "I can taste the vitality in here!"

      I laughed. "I'm glad I could help."

      I shared some of my recent insights into making my way to the peak of the wizard realm with Sava and the rest of my women before giving each of them a copy of Sam's technique for wizards. All of them promised to learn it as best they could, busy as they were with their other duties.

      "I want each and every one of you to join me at the sorcerer realm, sooner rather than later," I instructed each of them. "Otherwise, I'll be getting awfully lonely in about six hundred years."

      "Even if I wasn't desperately eager to improve my cultivation already, fear of disappointing you would be more than enough to keep me working hard. I'm sure it's the same for the rest of us matriarchs of the Hearthwood Clan." Nela wrapped her arms around me. "We will put these techniques to good use. Pass along our thanks to the honored Fateweaver for us."

      Not long after, Princess Tivana joined us, and by her side I found Comela, along with a few of my children from the capital who'd been serving as her assistants from the day they manifested.

      "Hi there Tivana, and you too, Comela." I waved to both of them and greeted my other children with them by name as my matriarchs headed off. "What have you ladies been up to?"

      "I was just verifying some of the things the leader of the Golden Sword Sect has been teaching me with Princess Tivana," Comela explained. "She's been very helpful."

      "I was just chatting with a few of your children," Tivana said. "Apparently they've found the sixth of my grandfather's nexus seals on this forest?"

      "Interesting," I muttered. "Well then, what are we waiting for? Let's get together a family outing and we'll take a look."

      "It was actually Uncle Sam who pointed it out to us," Comela said. "He wanted to get some fresh air and thought he might admire the creatures down in the dungeon."

      Behind Tivana and Comela, Sam waved. I hadn't even noticed him until a moment ago, and I wondered what manner of unnoticeability spell he used to evade even my attention.

      "I think I remember where the remaining two nexus seals were down below. Dean showed me when he was setting this whole thing up. I'd like to tag along with your family outing, if you don't mind. I know a few luck spells. Maybe I can help you dig up something good."

      "Of course, Sam!" I clapped him on the shoulder, feeling strange as his shoulder squished in like a balloon before bouncing back into its normal shape. "You're basically family."

      Since my matriarchs had already gathered, most of them decided to tag along for this brief outing as well. Comela ran off to gather a few of my children, and before long we had a sizable party ready to head beneath the earth.

      We headed down a long circular staircase in the heart of Castle Mac. The old castle was still there, sitting beneath the earth. It was connected to the one above ground in one continuous structure, and through it we had our own private entrance to the dungeon settlement beneath the ground.

      The city beneath the Hearthwood had a different character to the one above ground. There were merchants here as well, but they were of a different kind.

      The massive central cavern that filled the area surrounding the underground castle we were leaving was bright with the light of alchemical potions arranged in fountains, spraying out of the ground like water until the chamber was as bright as a cloudy day on the surface.

      While the undercity lacked the majestic forms of the Hearthwood's true mages and my wizard-realm matriarchs flying around above the peaks of the highest trees, the rest of the city was like a tougher and better armed version of what existed on the surface.

      Crafters worked with rare ore and materials from the dungeon nearby to make weapons and armor. Alchemists refined just about everything else into potions that produced life-saving effects or helped bolster an adventuring elf’s cultivation base.

      All such items were in high demand, and adventurers were spending their money just as fast as they were taking it in. While some of them retired early and moved to the surface after striking it rich, most adventurers down here only cared about fueling their cultivation.

      With so many industrious elves advancing their cultivation as rapidly as possible, there were many fights throughout this region of the city. Yorik's police force had long since been handed down for one of my children to oversee, and they were stationed on every street corner. Most of those enforcement officers of the Hearthwood were at the mid or late mage acolyte realms, which meant they could keep order among all but the toughest of the adventurers plunging into the dungeon nearby.

      "This place brings back some memories," I sighed as I looked it all over. "You know, me and your mothers thought we were going to have to hide down here for decades until we raised a true mage or a wizard. That was back when Sharian and her Corpse Collector Company were a major threat to us."

      "Sharian? You mean the maid that Mother makes scrub the throne room with a brush strapped to her forehead?" Comela asked. "Forgive me for saying so, Father, but she's never seemed very threatening."

      I chuckled. "Well, let's just say that me and your mother ended up getting the better of her in the end."

      We passed through the taxation outpost and my daughter Salica waved us through with a sigh as she jotted something down on her clipboard. For once we slipped past her without paying an entry fee, since the dungeon we were entering belonged to me. A few other dungeon divers tried to slip into our party, but Salica's trained eye spotted all of them and I gave them enough of a glare that they scurried over to pay her.

      There were very few things that could hurt us on the upper layers of the dungeon these days. Even circumventing the weakest monsters by entering the dungeon below ground, we ran into plenty of monsters that I ordinarily wouldn't have even bothered killing.

      All the intelligent creatures we ran into fled as soon as they caught the slightest glimpse of my aura and those of the people around me. My Sword Storm blades drifted about us in a lazy circle, ready to finish off anything foolish enough to make a dive for one of my weaker children while they were among so many strong people.

      Rats came first, then raptors, then basilisks. We ran into quite a few Crimson Eye Observers and a few remaining Undead Abominations. None of them put up a fight worth mentioning.

      Enemies Defeated! +1000 points

      My children scurried forth to collect the remains of the various monsters and harvest anything worthwhile from the dungeon. We shipped most of it back to the castle through my Dimensional Storage.

      The fifth and six layers of the dungeon held many wondrous treasures for heart wielders, mage acolytes, and even true mages. My women had already scoured these depths though, and they'd catalogued what few things were of interest to wizards.

      "Thousand Shade Night Lilies over there." Sava pointed. An instant later, she vanished to appear near the lilies. She materialized an instant later back at our sides with the lilies in her hand. She pushed them and several other handfuls of things towards my chest, as though inserting them into me would put them in my Dimensional Storage.

      I sent those back to the Hearthwood with the rest of our things, then spent the next few minutes distracting Sava with conversation so we wouldn't have to stop whenever we saw any halfway interesting plant growing in the dungeon. I had to leave some things for my alchemy-inclined kids.

      Meanwhile, Sam merely looked on with a detached but affable smile. Despite his young face, he had the eyes of an old grandfather watching children scurry about on the playground. To him, these things were no doubt nothing more than tiny trinkets, not even worth his attention. And truth be told, I was starting to feel the same.

      I wondered what mighty treasures he and Dean had uncovered when they came to this dungeon as demigods and if any of them would have awed me the way the treasures we were finding now awed my children.

      Eventually, we made our way back down to the dungeon's underwater level. This was a more treacherous area than any before it. Water was difficult to fight in, so descending through this place would be dangerous even for those who had abilities that allowed us to hold our breath for ages like me and Sava.

      This was as far as I'd gone in the past, so we were reaching the end of my experience. But not the end of Sam's.

      "I seem to recall the nexus being around here. Ah yes, that tunnel over there." Sam gazed off towards a wall just on the other side of an underground lake.

      Sam quickly identified a hidden patch of wall.

      "Why don't you bust that down for us, Theo?" Sam asked me.

      "Gladly." I jumped over the lake, touching down on the water midway through my jump before rocketing myself right back out of it. Hitting the surface of the lake hard and fast enough meant I could run across it as easily as over level ground.

      I quickly made my way to the part of the wall Sam was looking at and slammed my open palm against the chunk of wall, and it caved as easily as ordinary stone. This stuff wasn't reinforced with zeal like the rest of the dungeon.

      The door crumbled to rubble beneath my feet, and I shouldered the stone aside and headed deeper into the dungeon. Looking down it, I found a dry passageway leading somewhere deep beneath the earth.

      Using the crumbling stone at my ankles, I made a bridge stretching all the way across the lake. There wasn't much stone to go around, so what I created was barely thicker than a sheet of paper. Despite the apparent flimsiness of the bridge, I flooded it with so much zeal that it was more than strong enough to carry Sam, my women, and my kids across.

      "Come along now! This is the entrance!" I called out across the lake.

      "Are you sure this is safe?" Comela asked, looking warily at the transparent sheet of glass-like rock I'd sculpted out of my earth magic. "Maybe I should just try flying across?"

      "I wouldn't do that," Sam chuckled. "See those little specks in the distance?"

      Comela activated her farsight spell, and her eyes glowed. Her spell enhanced her vision until she could see something that would otherwise take the powers of perception of someone at me and Sam's level to achieve.

      "Those are Sky-Guardian Hawk Gulls," Sam explained. "They have the power of a wizard, and they're exceptionally good at picking slow-moving elven true mages out of the air and gobbling them down. Luckily, they aren't that maneuverable, so they tend to stay away from the walls. And the lake has even more dangerous creatures within it, so they don't dare stray too close to the water."

      Comela gulped, and soon everyone was hurrying across my bridge.

      "There's a lever below water that opens the other door on the far side of the passageway," Sam said. "Someone needs to pull it to open up the path to the nexus seal chamber. I'd offer to do it for us, but my current condition renders me extremely buoyant."

      "You all hang out here then," I told them. "I'll take care of this in a few."

      Diving underwater was never particularly thrilling for me. It was one of the few places where there was next to no earth zeal at all. Thankfully, my World Titan Fiendbody alleviated the feeling of helplessness I might otherwise be suffering from, and my powerful limbs carried me deep beneath the still surface of the lake in no more than a few strokes.

      Despite my speed, I fully expected to attract the attention of some of the local fauna with my presence here. Sure enough, a dark shape passed below me in moments, moving just as fast as I was beneath the waves with a whole lot more grace than I was exhibiting with my explosion-like strokes.

      

  





BLOODWAKE DEEP-WATER TURTLE (MID WIZARD REALM, LEVEL 37)

      This monstrous creature dwells in the deepest depths of underground streams and oceans. Its shell is one of the strongest of its kind, and its hide is almost as impenetrable. Its jaws have the weight of a mountain behind their bite and it is capable of seeing in total darkness.

      The turtle tried to take a nip out of my calf, but I twisted in the water as soon as it got close to me. Here in the water it was far more maneuverable than I was, but once it was close enough for me to grab it, I could take it down in a grapple.

      With one hand on the turtle's maw, I pulled Spell Eater into my other hand.

      This monster's shell might have been nearly impenetrable, but the rest of it wasn't nearly as tough. With inhuman strength, I brought the tip of my weapon around and severed the vital tendons in the turtle's neck before it could even hope to pull its head in.

      Its skin was tough and leathery, but it was no match for the armor-piercing enchantments lining Spell Eater's blade. It tried to grab me in its jaws, but wrestling with me was like a human trying to wrestle with a mouse twice as strong as they were. I was crawling over them with impunity, and when we did get into a direct contest of strength, I would win.

      The only way for this monster to survive would be to run away. But this kind of beast knew only attacking and never retreating. It lunged for one of my children, seeking easier prey or hoping to take someone with it when it died. But that wasn't something I would allow it to even dream of on my watch. As soon as it stuck out its jaws, Spell Eater jammed through its eye socket and into its brain. A moment later, I had my spear out again and was slicing off its head.

      After beheading the monster, I drew the corpse into my Dimensional Storage. The shell would be an interesting crafting component, and I was certain the people back home could make good use out of the monster's other parts as well.

      Enemy defeated! +250 points.

      The turtle's blood caught the attention of a few Deepwater Sharks, but I'd dealt with these creatures before and I scared them off easily enough. Unfortunately, none of them came close enough to me to actually finish them off, and I didn't have the time to play with them right now.

      I found the lever Sam mentioned earlier and gave it a pull. That done, I quickly made my way out of the murky depths back to the surface of the lake where everyone else was waiting for me.

      "Well done, Theo!" Sam congratulated us. "Few wizards would have dealt with that beast so handily. Truthfully, I don't think I've ever met one who could, even counting a few with secret rare cultivation arts from the first and second golden ages."

      "It was just an ordinary monster." I sheepishly shrugged off Sam's praise.

      Sam merely beamed at me silently in reply. "Please, the Patriarch of the Hearthwood Clan should lead the way."

      The tunnel leading down was just the right size for one man of my dimensions to walk through. My women behind me were able to travel two at a time, and each of the wizards and Tivana took on one of my weaker children to keep an eye on them should anything attack us.

      But the precaution proved to be unnecessary. Heading down the staircase was entirely uneventful until we got to the chamber just past the massive doors that the lever I'd pulled had just opened.

      "This is where things might get a bit dangerous for some of you," Sam said.

      I nodded. "Tivana, you scan for threats from our flank. Sava, Nela, you've got the other side. I'll take the front."

      "And I can manage keeping an eye on our rear on my own." Sam smiled. "Fate tells me that you're the only one who has something to worry about, Theo."

      I looked to our front. That was the area I'd been planning to protect, and Sam's words made me realize I'd be fighting something.

      We were standing in a large chamber over another still lake. It looked like a smaller version of the chamber above, and the walls of the dungeon dripped with moist water trickling down from the lake overhead into this second cavern.

      "It smells terrible in here." Eltiana scrunched her nose.

      "This cavern hasn't had fresh air in thousands of years," Sam explained. "Any air you're breathing came from magic produced by the dungeon itself or the algae in the water growing off volcanic light sources at the bottom of the lake."

      "Gross," Argona said.

      "Why do you think I brought my own air?" Sam chuckled and patted his chest, which deflated slightly at his touch.

      Meanwhile, Comela with her glowing farsight spell spotted something flickering in the shadows of the murky pool. "There's something out there!"

      I followed her gaze. Sure enough, there was something lurking in the distant water. I squinted and scanned it to get a better look.

      

  





DARK REALM LEVIATHAN (EARLY SORCERER, LEVEL 41)

      This giant monster lives a solitary existence, swimming through underground ocean pools connected through dungeon waterways. It has been known to devour entire islands and generates an incredibly powerful lightning-aspect energy field capable of killing most things at a distance.

      "Stay back!" I told everyone. "Tivana and I are the only ones who can approach this thing."

      "We will leave this battle in your capable hands then." Sam crossed his arms, studying the ceiling and walls of the chamber.

      "Ordinarily, I would not be willing to confront a sorcerer-realm monster without time to study its abilities and prepare items as countermeasures," Tivana said as she stepped up by my side. "But with you at my side, this should be, as my grandfather used to say, a piece of cake."

      I pulled Spell Eater into my hands, and Tivana plucked a sphere of steel from her grip, which hovered in her hand suspended away from her skin by space magic. Just above her shoulder, the sphere began to spin, weaving a long thread of gray light that spread over the chamber in lazy circles.

      "It's pretending it hasn't noticed us," I realized as I studied the creature. "A band of less-prepared travelers would have left it alone and been gobbled up when they were trying to cross the bridge. I suppose I'll show it that we're on to its plan. I'll keep its attention, you put the thing down."

      "Very well."

      Since my job would be getting the leviathan's attention, I cast the best spell I had for catching its eye. Might of a Giant.

      Sinister clouds of dark energy swirled around me, cocooning me in a bubble as power flowed around me and I took the shape of a massive man. I still wasn't large compared to the leviathan, but instead of a speck standing before an island-sized creature I was now like a man on the back of a whale.

      I slammed both hands on the Leviathan's exposed back, casting Magical Shattering and Corrosive Touch. Between that and the physical damage of the twin palm strikes, the Leviathan shrieked horribly.

      A field of electromagnetic energy burst into being around me, but my Sword Storm blades orbited overhead. I lined them up tip to tail and shoved the last of the line directly into the ground, effectively reducing the Leviathan's ability to shock me to nothing.

      Forming the other end of the point, I jammed Spell Eater into the Leviathan's back.

      "Let's see how long your batteries hold out with that," I chuckled.

      I might have let such a massive and magnificent creature go if it had used that moment to flee for its life. But instead of running, it went on the offensive.

      The monster reared its head. Row after row of teeth, each the size of a wagon, glinted in the dim light of the underground cavern cast by the glowing moss on the walls.

      An ordinary creature wouldn't be able to crane its neck so far, but this Leviathan was revealing itself to be more like a serpent than a whale the more of it that came out of the water. There seemed to be no end to the thing, and from what I'd seen of it already I was guessing its body would need to be measured in kilometers.

      Now that it had pulled its head out of the water, I focused on crushing whatever passed for a nervous system and ending this fight now. Tivana must have had the same idea, because as soon as the head came out of the water, the strands of gray light that Tivana's tool had been casting through the air wrapped around the monster's throat, cutting deep lines into its neck and sending up a fountain of blood large enough to fill a swimming pool.

      This monster probably had enough blood in it alone to build another one of those giant blood spires Illiel's mother liked so much. As the blood hit the ground, it burbled and hissed, dissolving the stone with incredible speed before turning black and sickly.

      Once hardened, tendrils sprouted from the pool, which took the shape of blood serpents. The vitality and blood-aspect zeal in this monster's body was so dense that upon being cut blood elementals would spontaneously spawn within it.

      "I will take care of these!" Amisra said as she swept her hand through a blood elemental, siphoning its energy out of it. Tivana nodded silently in thanks as she focused on helping me take down the creature itself.

      Tivana's strands of gray energy continued to twirl around the monster, wrapping it up and binding its body as it dug into the skin. Meanwhile, I dove right for its open maws, smashing a tooth asunder with my heel as I landed on top of its jaws.

      The leviathan roared and howled at me in fury. It had six sets of beady eyes on the side of its head, and all of them were glaring at me with utter fury.

      It roared again, and a nucleus of bright-orange light blossomed within its mouth. It was charging some sort of energy beam. I curled my hand into a fist and used Magical Shattering to disrupt the spell, but I was too late. A burst of powerful golden energy flew through the air, lightly scorching flesh even as powerful as mine.

      If we weren't in a dungeon, that beam of power would have been deadly enough to cut a hole all the way to the surface. Even as it was, I was worried about a cave-in, but I stretched my senses out into the earth around us and found the walls holding firm.

      I breathed a sigh of relief even as my Might of a Giant spell continued to destabilize. The cloud of black light around me dissolved and left me as one tiny speck in the maw of a giant.

      Suddenly, the Leviathan revealed it had been holding back its strength. It lunged forward, snapping the bindings Tivana had been weaving around it. It gobbled me up in one massive bite.

      "Father!" I heard Comela yell from afar.

      The world went dark, but that was not enough to stop me. I could see the world painted in shades of magic, and light was entirely unnecessary for me.

      The Leviathan's gargantuan tongue tried to bash my head against its razor-sharp teeth, but I slipped past it towards the roof of its jaw. Spell Eater was still outside, but I had its previous iteration still in my Dimensional Storage for when I needed a backup weapon.

      I started sawing a hole in the roof of the Leviathan's mouth, and it howled in pain. Its tongue flicked across me to knock me aside, so I shot out row after row of Sword Storm blades to pin the flailing appendage to the bottom of its jaw.

      It started channeling another energy beam, but I was faster this time now that I knew what to expect. My fist empowered with Magical Shattering cut the ability short, and I finished sawing my hole so I could climb out of its mouth and into its skull.

      Buried in sticky brain matter, I spun in a circle with my weapon extended. I exerted all the power of my World Titan Fiendbody, acting like the center of a blender as I danced like a ballerina through its brain.

      The entire area around me trembled and shook, and I felt the monster go limp.

      I soon found one of the sockets for the creature’s many eyes, pushed one aside, and found myself back in the water. I used the opportunity to rinse off some of the goo I found myself covered in and started swimming for the surface.

      "Well done," Tivana said when I burst free of the water and landed on the ground beside her. "I had to reassure them that you'd already won the battle. A few of your children were actually beginning to think the monster ate you."

      I turned my gaze to Comela, who was furiously wiping tears out of her eyes and pretending to be normal.

      "That wouldn't be the first time I've been eaten by a giant monster!" I laughed. I wrapped Comela up in a hug. "Don't you worry over me. I'm the one who's supposed to fret when you go off to battle."

      "Father, you're covered in monster brains," Comela grumbled even as she returned my embrace.

      "That'll teach you to doubt your old man." I chuckled.

      Mac quickly sent both of us a change of clothes through my Dimensional Storage. The Leviathan was far too large to make it through my Dimensional Storage in one go, even after the recent upgrades. And even if it did, it would be too big to fit through the service entrance of the warehouse my Dimensional Storage was connected to back in the Hearthwood.

      "I can cut it into flat slabs, each about three wagons thick," Tivana offered as we slowly hauled the Leviathan out of the water.

      She cast her spell, which made the massive creature small enough to handle.

      "There are countless uses for just the blood of a creature this strong, let alone all its other parts!" Sava said as she tried desperately to capture all the blood leaking out of the monster in her seemingly endless collection of glass containers.

      "I'm certain we'll keep the crafters in the Hearthwood busy for months finding uses for the skin. And I expect the meat of this monster will be feeding the entire nation of Deania for a month or two."

      Soon, the monster was taken care of, and we could return to our true objective of this expedition, the nexus seal.

      The wooden door opened easily, and beyond it we saw the familiar sight of a pile of zeal crystals resting on the ground.

      "Alright everyone! Grab your shovels. You know what to do."

      Me and my family quickly gathered up all the zeal crystals and sent them back through my Dimensional Storage as well, where they would be added to the clan's reserves.

      Once we had excavated all the crystals, I saw the nexus seal itself towards the back of the chamber. All it took was one tiny tap from my aura to shatter the seal and open up another source of power for the Hearthwood.

      "Mhm... that wave of zeal feels wonderful!" Assyrus sighed as she basked in the power flowing over her.

      "It certainly does," Eltiana agreed.

      "This officially makes the Hearthwood the best place to cultivate in all of Deania." Tivana smiled in approval. "I'm told my grandfather and Samuel the Fateweaver came to the Devilbeast Wilds to cultivate now and again purely because of the immense quantity of zeal that flowed through the area."

      "We did," Sam confirmed. "It's an excellent place to get some work done. It's just a shame about all the monsters."

      "Why did you seal it up if it was so valuable?" I asked curiously.

      Sam shrugged. "By the time we were in a position to tame this place, we no longer needed elemental-aspect zeal. Both Dean and I switched to primordial aspects, which can't be cultivated in ordinary space and time. Besides, a place with zeal this strong will spawn powerful monsters indefinitely. That meant Deania would be in constant danger. To us, it was more trouble than it worth at the time. We would have needed to rouse a powerful clan of defenders meant to guard our northern border. And if we did that, they might discover you."

      "So, you two were waiting for me to come out and found the Hearthwood Clan?"

      "We'd thought we'd be able to help you with that, but it looks like you managed just fine on your own," Sam chuckled.

      That done, we all headed back to the surface. It had been a full day for anyone, and I was happy to spend a bit more quality time with my family.

      I helped Argona study the nexus seal itself.  She wanted to bring the remains up to the surface to see if she could duplicate its effects and increase the efficiency of her zeal crystal generation system on the surface.

      "The enchantment itself is rather crude, but it uses some potent magic as its base," I analyzed. "You could duplicate its effects, but you'd need to build a secondary zeal concentrate system around this part of the diagram."

      "Or recruit my father's help when I want to activate it." Argona looked at me slyly.

      We both shared a laugh.

      Meanwhile, I heard Tivana and Sam whispering over my shoulder, and I bent my ear to listen while Argona and I chatted about enchantment.

      I only caught two words and a shake of Sam's head.

      "Not yet."
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      When I returned to the surface with my friends and family, I couldn’t help but notice how happy everyone seemed.

      Mac had rallied up the usual monster-butchering teams to start taking apart the turtle I’d slain. That Leviathan I’d killed after was an entire order beyond what they were prepared to handle. Massive slabs of meat littered the Hearthwood, and it seemed like a considerable portion of the city’s population had been drafted purely to the task of processing the seemingly endless carcass.

      Even now, I watched as a team of three hundred heartwielders attached ropes to one slab of monster flesh, unraveling a strip of hide long enough to stretch across an entire street.

      “Everyone will be going home with a full belly tonight,” Tivana said. “And the extra food will go a long way to feeding the starving people of Deania. With all the war as of late, very few people could plant the fields. On the flight here, I ran into a small clan that had devised a nature-aspect technique meant to allow an elf to survive by eating grass. It was selling for a hundred Queensmarks a copy.”

      “The Hearthwood will be happy to provide alternatives at much more affordable prices,” I chuckled. Had the creature been smaller and its power more concentrated, I would have reserved it for my family's consumption. But with the massive scale of the leviathan, any energy in it was so dispersed it was scarcely better than ordinary mage acolyte-realm monster flesh.

      Many of the newcomers to the city looked baffled as they watched everyone drop what they were doing to help with butchering the meat, but those who’d been here long enough all knew that when their Patriarch started sending prizes like this home, you had to seize the opportunity. Mac paid everyone who helped with these things very well. The workers today wouldn’t just receive Macmarks for their labor, but a supply of cultivation aids as well.

      Those who weren’t busy processing the monster meat were sitting down with their legs crossed and meditating. Unblocking the nexus seal created a surge in zeal concentration through the forest, and these elves were trying to make the most of it.

      The burst of energy also filled some of the many wisps floating through the sky with the last of the power they needed to form their bodies, and those wisps settled down on the streets as new elves took form within them.

      The newly forming elves looked around themselves with wide-eyed wonder, taking in the world as living, breathing beings. Most of these wisps were those who'd died and made their way to the Hearthwood by instinct before reforming their body. They didn’t stand around long though, because they’d inherited enough memories from their wisps to know what was going on. Soon they joined the other elves in meditating or jumped in alongside teams to process monster meat.

      If these new elves worked hard throughout the day, they could make enough money to buy their own rooms for the month on their first day of existence. Otherwise, they’d have to seek shelter in the arms of a more established elf or in one of the Hearthwood’s boarding houses for the newly manifested.

      “I sense a disturbance over there.” Tivana nodded towards a distant treehouse, not far from the Council Chambers.

      I followed her gesture, and under Spirit Sight, I noticed a fluctuation in the ambient zeal as well. It took me a moment to realize what I was looking at. Someone was attempting a breakthrough to true mage.

      “That’s where Ullua’s been staying,” Assyrus said. Ullua had been her second in command from before the Hearthwood unified under me. Previously, she’d been Assyrus’ defeated rival for leadership of the Waterbeetle Tribe.

      Since then, she’d become a respected commander in the ranks of the Hearthwood’s armed forces. I found myself far more invested in her breakthrough than I expected.

      “Have you spoken to her?” I asked anxiously. “Did she prepare properly?”

      Assyrus nodded. “Vitality potions and a top-notch aura fragment. Everyone thought she was going to make the attempt months ago after she reached the peak of mage acolyte. But she waited until she felt the time was right. I’d be shocked if she didn’t break through.”

      Assyrus’ beliefs were confirmed a moment later when the zeal fluctuations stabilized, signaling an incredibly quick bonding process. Suddenly, the Hearthwood had another true mage.

      “Congratulations.” Tivana inclined her head in my direction. Next to me, Assyrus had a big smile on her face.

      “Looks like the Waterbeetle Tribe is moving up in the world. Me and Ullua alone would have been able to take the Crimson Dragon Clan way back when if we had our current strength,” Assyrus laughed.

      “You would have crushed them like a bug then gone back to collecting your beetles,” I snorted.

      Assyrus took off to congratulate Ullua, and I sent along a few bottles of those true mage pills Mayatania was constantly making for me. I had no use for them anymore, but they were immensely valuable to true mages. Ullua would appreciate the gift more than Comela, who I was already stuffing full of more magic pills than food.

      “Ah, smell that?” I said as I took a breath of the Hearthwood’s new air. It smelled sweeter than before, like fresh pine and newly cut grass. There was life in the forest around us, overflowing with potent zeal.

      Sam joined Tivana and me smiling as we were. “It is good to see your home growing. I remember it looking much the same when Dean and I finally started getting true mages from our descendants. It marked a change in our responsibilities. When you’re looking after a bunch of heartwielders and mage acolytes, you have to keep your eyes out for any old monster that could pop out of the ground and slaughter them all. Having a few true mages means you can finally hand off some responsibilities and take a break.”

      “Truth be told, I’ve already handed over pretty much everything to my women and the council. I was busy as Chief Blackgorge and didn’t have time to govern. Nor do I think that’s where I want to be. At this point, I make a better symbol than a leader.”

      “I know the feeling.” Sam smirked, then shot a nervous glance at Tivana, who was still staring at him as though she’d seen a portrait come to life and start talking to her.

      Tivana shook her head and returned to her senses. “Right, Honored Samuel the Fateweaver.” She inclined her head. “As this is definitely the first time we’ve truly spoken, I would like to say I’ve always admired your many great deeds.”

      “Ah, Tivana, was it? You remind me of your grandmother. That’s a good thing, mind you,” Sam replied, looking equally sheepish. “Let me know if you have any cultivation questions to ask. I don’t have all the memories of my main body, but I remember enough about the sorcerer realm to answer anything that might come up for you.”

      “Oh, thank you for the kind offer, honored Fateweaver,” Tivana said stiffly.

      “Why are the two of you acting so odd?” I raised an eyebrow. “I know you were gossiping about something back there in the tunnels. It sounded serious. What was it?”

      “Oh, you saw that?” Tivana bit her lip as her face turned pale. “I just had a question to ask him, is all. Yes. That was it. Nothing at all to do with you.”

      Sam laughed. “If you must know, Theo, I was asking Tivana about the portal me and Dean crafted years ago before we went out on our trip. I wanted to know if it was still operational in the capital.”

      “Meaning you’ve found a way for me to come help you and Dean?” I asked with sudden eagerness.

      “No!” Tivana held up her hands, glancing at Sam for support. “It’s completely broken. Useless, in fact. Wouldn’t work in a hundred years.”

      “Argona’s a pretty good enchanter,” I countered. “If anyone could fix it, she could.”

      “What Tivana means to say is that the device won’t work because of the planetary alignment with primordial space.” Sam shook his head. “I’m afraid you’re just going to have to wait before you run to our aid. But don’t worry, I’m sure me and Dean will be heading back ourselves by then. You know, back when we were sitting outside waiting for you to come out of that ship, Dean caught a fish for you. He shoved it on a stick and was waiting to give it to you. I think he still has it in a bag of holding somewhere, but I wouldn’t eat it considering we cooked it more than four hundred years ago...”

      Sam launched into a story, and I let the matter drop, letting myself get lost in memories with an old friend.
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        * * *

      

      Sam spent quite a bit of his story recounting the tales of what he and Dean did when they were at the peak of the wizard realm on the border of sorcerer. He extolled the virtues of being a sorcerer enough times that I was feeling guilty for not scheduling a session in the Cultivation Chamber that very night to try and unify my comprehension of my aura and figure out when and where I was going to reach the sorcerer realm.

      Fortunately, Sam answered as many questions as I was ready to ask.

      “Remember, where you reach the sorcerer realm is just as important as when,” Sam prodded. “Make sure you make your breakthrough somewhere important to you.”

      “Don’t you worry about me, Sam. I certainly don’t plan to slack off anytime soon.”

      I parted ways with Sam and Tivana and found Dulik at the training grounds, back at practice right after our family trip. I had no doubt that he was looking at the Bronze Realm right now the same way I was looking at the sorcerer realm.

      “Care for a sparring partner, son?” I asked him.

      “I await your instruction, Father!” Dulik gave me a bow before settling into a combat stance. Across from him, I did the same.

      The two of us practiced a while, with me holding back so I wouldn’t exceed his level by too much. A few of my other children were training as well, and they joined me and their brother on the training field.

      After spending time with my kids for what would no doubt be a while, I headed straight for the cultivation chamber, immediately sinking deep into meditation.

      As soon as the hatch was sealed, I called upon both of my auras. They spilled out of me as twin clouds, twirling about each other so intertwined they almost seemed like one entity. My Unknowable Primordial Essence had been growing ever closer to my Primordial Chaos Beast aura fragment, and I couldn’t help but think that the longer I continued down the path of spirit cultivation, the closer I’d come to uniting these auras.

      Perhaps their aspects would be the same. What would earth and mind look like when put together?

      I’d asked Sam about his old elemental aspect before he started integrating fate zeal. Originally, he’d cultivated fire, specializing in the aspect of burning hearth embers. His was a warm, steady flame, or at least it had been until he added fate zeal into the mix.

      I struggled to cultivate my earth magic a little further but found myself pressed against an impassable barrier. The boundary between Wizard and Sorcerer wasn’t something that could be crossed through sheer will alone, otherwise no one would ever get stuck at my current level. Being unable to merge the separate pieces of understanding about your aura was not uncommon for wizards.

      I only needed to look to Amisra to attest to that. She’d been stuck at the peak of the wizard realm for years, eternally unable to progress to becoming a sorcerer.

      Seeing I couldn’t get stronger that way, I turned to my other sources of strength. What could I progress?

      The World Titan Fiendbody, certainly. I poured a little more zeal into it, but reaching Gold Muscles seemed impossible. The earth-aspect spellhearts and the bits of zeal floating around me were like drops of water being poured into a bottomless well. I could stick to this every day for a hundred years and barely make any measurable progress.

      And that was already considering the immensely enhanced concentration of zeal in the Hearthwood. Orcs attempting to get stronger that way would have to spend most of their lives locked in meditation, cultivating away without the chance to enjoy life at all. No wonder I spotted so many powerful orcs standing around Grognak’s temple. They were all likely trying to breathe in the powerful air around him and grow stronger that much faster.

      That wouldn’t be me. My responsibilities wouldn’t allow me to lock myself away for centuries at a time. There had to be a better way. Perhaps a better source of zeal than any I’d encountered so far? Maybe a miraculous potion ingredient that Sava could use. Or perhaps there were more items like the one Grognak gave me that could further enhance my power?

      Seeing such slow progress to Gold Muscle, I concentrated on my mind cultivation. I’d ascended to the wizard realm in that aspect a few weeks back, and by now, I’d stabilized my cultivation within that realm.

      While enhancing that source of power went slower than it did at true mage, the huge amount of resources coupled with that technique Sam gave me meant progress through it was far smoother than it had been when I was cultivating through the early stages of the wizard realm with my earth-aspect power.

      You have comprehended an aspect of your aura. You are now a level 31 Early Wizard of the mind aspect.

      Your Cloud Shift ability has been enhanced to allow you to attack with mind magic while incorporeal.

      You have comprehended an aspect of your aura. You are now a level 32 Early Wizard of the mind aspect.

      Your Unbreakable ability has been enhanced to create a feeling of inspiration to all allies and hopeless despair in all foes.

      You have comprehended an aspect of your aura. You are now a level 33 Early Wizard of the mind aspect.

      Your Supremacy ability has been enhanced, granting all zeal under your control a degree of cognitive awareness to sense your desires and act preemptively to fulfill them.

      I was surprised to find that all the enlightenment to my mind cultivation weren’t separate abilities but mind-aspect enhancements to the same abilities I unlocked when progressing through the wizard realm with my earth aspect. That was more evidence to point at the increasing connections growing between my earth and mind cultivation.

      In the end, I decided this had to be a good thing. After all, my powers were already incredible by most standards. How much more powerful would they become if they were enhanced further?

      Days flew by quickly within the cultivation chamber, and when I emerged from spending some time outside resting and recovering from my cultivation enhancements, I realized another week had passed.

      “A bath and refreshments, Patriarch?” my Whitewood Clan servants asked. They must have stationed people here outside my chamber the moment they knew I’d gone in to cultivate, just waiting to greet me when I emerged, however long that might be.

      “I suppose I could freshen up a little,” I admitted. “But I’d like to make this one quick. No funny business!"

      "Aww..." The two Whitewood Clan servants sighed in disappointment, looking adorable with matching pleading expressions.

      "Sorry, ladies, but I'm in a hurry today."

      The two Whitewood Clan servants did an admirable job cleaning me up as quickly as they could, and once they were done, I headed off to meet with Sam.

      “I’m afraid I lost track of time and missed when we were supposed to hang out,” I said sheepishly as I tapped on the door.

      Sam looked up from his book and glanced at his wrist as though the bare patch of skin there could tell him the time.

      “Oh, don’t worry about that, Theo. You’re only late by about a week. At our level, that might as well be a few minutes,” Sam laughed. “I was lost in this pile of books here, and don’t think I’ve even left this chair in all that time.”

      Sam gestured at an absolutely massive pile of books that stretched from floor to ceiling. The books at the top of the pile were so high someone would need a ladder to reach them.

      “Well, you’ll be glad to know your new technique is working wonders,” I said. “It’s effective on my mind cultivation too. My women are using it to its maximum potential, and when Comela reaches the wizard realm, I’m sure she’ll be happy to take it up as well. But I came here to ask you something. You and Tivana were talking about something the other day. Are you certain it had nothing to do with where you and Dean are?”

      Sam stroked his chin in thought. “Ah yes, expanding the various layers of the aura. I remember that. It’s not as intriguing a concept as coming to understand your aura once you’ve bound and progressing through the wizard realm, but it is a challenge that stumps many elves. Granted, it’s usually only a challenge because of the lack of good auras, cultivation supplies, and reliable guides for true mages. Comela’s a lovely girl. Let me see if I can come up with a training plan for her...”

      Soon, Sam was busy writing down another guide. I was more than happy to see Comela getting some extra help, though she didn’t really need it, considering she already had the personal attention of a sorcerer-level instructor. I wanted to ask my question again to figure out what he and Tivana had been worriedly whispering that day back in the tunnels, but Sam interrupted me.

      “Do you think you could provide a list of the common alchemy ingredients the Hearthwood could obtain? I don’t want Comela’s future to rest on her finding anything too rare, but there are quite a few spells that can become incredibly potent when combined with potions made from rare plants.”

      “Sure, Sam.” I nodded. “I must say, I’m grateful that you’re going to such lengths to help my daughter.”

      “Mac, please pass that along to the Golden Sword Sect leader and ask her to implement it as part of her training plan for Comela. I’d like to see my daughter reach her full potential sooner rather than later.”

      Mac passed along the message, and now that Sam had his head nose-deep in a topic, he quickly wrote out similar training plans for the rest of my daughters. I pitched in where I could, providing lists of resources for the materials we had easy access to in the Hearthwood along with most of what the capital and the nations under our control had access to.

      “So, what I was asking earlier,” I continued. “That thing you and Tivana were talking about.”

      “Hold that thought, Theo,” Sam interrupted. “Now that I’ve done one of these for Comela, I don’t want to leave the rest of your children out. Let’s do one for the other forty or so.”

      So Sam and I hashed out plans for the rest of my kids, just as we’d done for Comela. Someone like Sam could look into the future with fate magic and pick paths for my children that would be most likely to grant them incredible power. He selected the spells they would learn at mage acolyte, true mage, and wizard to give them powerful combat arsenals that would suit their talents.

      “There. At the very least, that should see most of your children through to the peak of true mage,” Sam said when he finally put his pen down. “Though truthfully, I’m sure they’ll each encounter opportunities that will set them to diverge from these paths sooner rather than later.”

      “There are precious few elves in Deania who can claim to have had their training designed by a demigod. I’m sure between that and all the resources the Hearthwood Clan will funnel into them, each of them will reach their full potential.”

      Sam waved my praise off. “It’s nothing much. I don’t have much to do these days while I rebuild my body. Not all of us have powerful physical forms from mastering the secrets of orc cultivation. You’re certainly going to have Dean’s envy for that!”

      “Speaking of Dean.” I leaned closer. “Why don’t you tell me a little bit more about what you and he were up to when you got trapped?”

      Sam snapped his fingers, eyes going distant for a moment.

      “I almost forgot! Don’t you have nearly a hundred eggs waiting to hatch or manifest?” Sam turned to me. “I’m sure you have high expectations for them as well, and we certainly wouldn’t want them to feel left out.”

      “They haven’t even been born yet, Sam,” I laughed. “I think it’s a bit early to be planning for their path through the wizard realm.”

      Sam shook his head. “Nonsense. The most reliable way to produce a good cultivator is to start them in the egg. You know, there's a saying among elves. If you don't become great during your first manifestation, you never will. It isn't strictly true, but my studies indicate that the elves who've been born from eggs and are starting with a clean slate tend to embrace new ideas far easier than those with older souls. That can help them a lot in learning new things and reaching new levels of cultivation. Now, I know a few techniques that can let you adjust the memories a wisp inherits before they manifest to give your kids every advantage they can get. Let’s come up with a plan to make sure they inherit memories that will be useful to them...”

      And so, we spent the next three days working on the futures of my unborn children. I was about to make one last attempt before I left, but Sam seemed to sense my question by the look in my eyes. He snapped his fingers again as if in sudden realization.

      “You know what might be holding you back from reaching the sorcerer realm? That heavenly oath you swore to that Shadowblade Beast. It’s happened before, especially when your heavenly oath mentions your cultivation level. It might be good to see that oath is satisfied.”

      “That’s good advice, Sam.” I stood to leave. “I suppose I should go see how our monstrous neighbor has been doing with all the recent expansions northward.”

      In the end, I spent a great deal of time with Sam without learning anything at all about what I’d come to ask him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      After leaving Sam, I headed towards the Hearthwood’s wild northern reaches. The smooth stone roads in this region faded off into nothing but dirt paths and eventually to nothing more than hunting trails. A few elves still foraged this part of the woods, looking for rare plants or exotic creatures to hunt. Mostly, those seeking to make a living that way went into the dungeon, but a few preferred to search for their ticket to wealth above ground.

      I wandered through the forest at a leisurely pace, paying little attention to the forest around me. While most elves from the Hearthwood would have to tread this place with fear gripping their hearts at every step, I could walk as though this were merely my garden, and I was out for a stroll.

      I expanded a few of the roads while I walked. I had plans to populate this northern region of the forest, and I figured I might as well build the infrastructure now. My Earthshaping spell seemed to take effect as I walked with no input from me. With every step, uneven ground leveled out, roads became straighter, and the trees were pushed aside. It was as though the vision I had in my mind for this region of the forest was replacing what really existed by the mere force of my will.

      “I think that would be an excellent spot for a future city,” I said as I looked at a running stream pouring off one mountain to the north. It was likely one of the tributaries to the river that ran through Hearthwood City. “Maybe I could put a dam there for a little lake. And a few of those mountains in the distance could go a bit further back. I’d like a little extra space in this region.”

      Earth zeal flowed through me in great billowing waves, and there wasn’t a single monster in the forest that couldn’t sense my presence. I was like a great ship passing through still water, rocking every other thing that floated near it.

      Far from trying to attack me, my presence terrified every monster intelligent enough to think, and they fled as far from me as I could get. There were a few simple elementals made of nature or earth that tried to lunge at me anyway, but they might as well have been ants trying to attack a star. The passive effects of my zeal manipulation around me slew them before I even had to think of striking a blow.

      “Shadowblade beast!” I called out to the empty forest, knowing the one I was looking for could hear me. “I’ve come to speak with you!”

      I’d sensed something crawling around through the forest, eager to speak with me. It was agile and incredibly fast, but it couldn’t completely evade my senses.

      “Huuuman...” the Shadowblade Beast said between pointed teeth as it jumped down from a nearby tree. It swung before me, upside down and clinging to a branch with its tails. It took the form of a monstrous woman, and I couldn’t help but notice it had become even more humanoid than it had been the last time we’d met.

      “You’re looking good.” I nodded. “Eating healthy and exercising, I trust?”

      “Youuuu have grown strong...” the Shadowblade Beast said.

      “My secret is good food and spending time with family.”

      “Youuuu have it?”

      I nodded and pulled the bag that contained Dean’s orb out of my Dimensional Storage. As soon as I pulled the orb itself out of the bag of holding it was in, the Shadowblade Beast barely stopped itself from lunging for it.

      I grinned at it. Mere months ago, I would never have dared unveil this thing so close to the monster. It wanted its soul fragment back more than anything. But this Shadowblade Beast was only at the early stages of the sorcerer realm. I’d slain the Leviathan easily enough, and I knew I could take this Shadowblade Beast as well. I tossed the orb back and forth between my fingers, waiting to see if it would attack me.

      It did not, which demonstrated remarkable intelligence from this monster. But that was to be expected. I’d fought few things as smart as this Shadowblade Beast. Even that Leviathan hadn’t shown the intelligence of the monster standing before me. Was that a byproduct of the Shadowblade Beast morphing its form to become more humanoid, or was it the other way around?

      “Fulfill ouuuuur bargain. Give meeee the orb...”

      I shook my head. “Didn’t we promise five years? This orb isn’t due for another three and a half. I could hold on to this thing a while longer, keeping you on a leash. That I’m offering you anything early is a show of goodwill. Besides that, this orb is still valuable to me. After all, there are a lot of powerful monsters with soul fragments locked within here. Once the Devilbeast Wilds finally splits back open, my clan will need a way of controlling them. No, I promised you your soul fragment back, so that’s all I’ll give you.”

      “My kin...” The Shadowblade Beast insisted as a snarl crossed its face.

      “I suppose I can throw in their soul fragments as well. It can’t be too hard to hunt down any Shadowblade Beast fragments and pluck them all out of the orb. But that’s going beyond what I promised you. If you want me to do something more for you, you’re going to need to do something more for me in return.”

      “Speeeeak...”

      “I want your help. There’s a little tribe of elves who are part of my Hearthwood Clan. They call themselves the Claw Tamer tribe. They specialize in maintaining and cultivating bonds with magical creatures. Monsters, such as yourselves. I want you and your kin to come to the Hearthwood. I want each of you to form something of a relationship with someone from their clan.”

      “Become slaaaves!” The Shadowblade Beast huffed indignantly.

      “Become partners,” I corrected. “You know as well as I do that the Hearthwood is expanding at an exponential rate. Soon, elves will populate this entire forest. You know how strong I’ve become. And you know there’s at least one other at the sorcerer realm back there. More like me will rise up in time. Do you think you’ll be able to remain as you are when there are so many powerful elves in the settlement nearby? They will hunt you down like the other elves hunt the lesser creatures of the forest. No one wants an elf-eating monster roaming the woods outside their home.”

      “We will grow as weeeell...”

      “Not fast enough,” I said with a shake of my head. “The Devilbeast Wilds are gone, and I don’t plan on letting them return. This is your chance to join us and be a part of something grand.”

      “We will consider thisssss...” the Shadowblade Beast hissed.

      In a blur of motion, it pulled itself back up into the tree. I reached into the orb in my hands, plucking one soul fragment from it.

      This soul fragment was not unlike an aura fragment. And now that I looked at it, I suspected that it could be used as such. It contained a sample of the monster’s nature, and the little thing floated through the air before being caught on an invisible breeze. That breeze pulled it in, siphoning the hovering mass of energy towards the Shadowblade Beast.

      One moment stretched into the next, and an instant later, the Shadowblade Beast was on its way. I watched it depart as I felt a weight I didn’t know I was carrying lift from over my heart. That was the oath fulfilled.

      Still, I couldn’t help but wonder if the Shadowblade Beast would take me up on my offer.
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        * * *

      

      Finding myself stymied by my cultivation actually proved to be something of a blessing for me. There were a lot of new faces in the Hearthwood, and most of them had never seen me before. Without even realizing it, I’d become a distant figure held on some lofty pedestal as a symbol of the Hearthwood’s greatness. People knew my stories, but they didn’t know me.

      So I made a point to go shopping and spend time out in the city with my children. Bit by bit, my presence was slowly becoming less awe-inspiring and more commonplace.

      While I still received special treatment whenever we ate out, no longer were the owners of the stores I was visiting insisting I eat and shop for free. Now I was merely one of the Hearthwood’s most respected individuals instead of some fantastical deity only spoken of in hushed whispers.

      More than that, I was finally free to do what I’d always wanted to do as the Patriarch. With the Hearthwood running itself, I could head over to the Smith’s Workshop and do the tinkering I’d always dreamed of.

      It had been far too long since I’d done any crafting. What would I make today? More adamantium? A new iteration of Spell Eater? Something for Argona to use in the Drafter’s Chamber? There were so many things to try, but today I wanted to do something fun.

      So I made a clock.

      A big old grandfather clock. It would have been primitive on Earth given its size, but people on this world weren’t the greatest in terms of mechanical understanding. It was rare to see a machine here with more than three moving parts. Anything more complicated than that and elves turned to magic. So, my clock was rather impressive as far as devices here went.

      “It is impressive...” Argona said slowly as I showed off my clock to her. “But what’s the point of it?”

      “Well, this pendulum swings back and forth a set amount, letting this clock face here count time!”

      “Wouldn’t it be easier to just use a delay or timing diagram in a simple enchantment? You could do all that on a copper plate the size of a fingernail.” Argona studied the device before her, looking between it and me with raised eyebrows.

      “Ah, but you see, with this device, I didn’t use any magic at all. The only thing it needs to run is the natural laws of the universe.”

      “It’s very nice, Father,” Argona said, scratching her chin in the same way I did as she tried to think of a use for the clock. She turned to me with a sheepish smile. She couldn't think of anything.

      I shrugged. “Oh well, this isn’t important. Tell me what you’ve been up to.”

      Argona took me through her recent enchantment projects, which had grown an order of magnitude more complex since the last time I’d spent time with her. Gone were the days when my knowledge packet of drafting meant I could instruct her. Now, she was the one teaching me.

      “This is a diagram Uncle Sam showed me,” Argona said as she painted a set of symbols onto a sheet of paper. “When used with a zeal storage device, it can actually send power forward in time towards when you plan to discharge it!”

      “That’s incredible!” I told her. “I didn’t know Sam knew any drafting magic.”

      “He says he only dabbles in it, but he’s gone through nearly our entire library in the few weeks we’ve been here and added several shelves of his own books from memory. The man is a walking library of all things magical."

      "Lots of textbooks?" I raised an eyebrow.

      Argona blushed. "Something like that. There's quite a bit of fiction too. They're raunchy romances about men and elves. I... uh... I thought you said Dean the Destroyer was the pervy one?"

      I chuckled. "I guess Dean got to him eventually."

      "Well, the fiction is even more popular," Argona replied. "Apparently, a lot of the enchantment and cultivation arts he describes the characters using are real! A few elves have gotten quite lucky, and now everyone is combing the shelves for his books. For... uh... purely cultivation-related reasons."

      "I'm sure." I gave Argona a look. "But I know my pure, innocent little girl is sticking to the regular textbooks."

      Argona wore a forced smile, and her eyes darted to her workbench. "Uh... look at this, Father, I can build a clock too!"

      In the end, Argona ended up building three magical clocks that were half the size of my big mechanical one and worked with a hundred times the accuracy.

      Fortunately, I was still far ahead of her in terms of cultivation, so before she started getting too smug, I reminded her that Comela had reached true mage on half the resources Argona had consumed. Those same resources had only just gotten her to mage acolyte.

      “I just hate splitting my time between crafting and cultivating,” Argona sighed. “I’ve been doing an hour a night like you asked. And I received that training manual Uncle Sam created for me. I’ll follow it as diligently as I can.”

      I tapped my chin in thought. “For someone like you who’s got such a valuable skill set, it isn’t uncommon to enhance your cultivation purely through resources instead of through time and effort. Truthfully, you’re already cultivating far faster than most people your age would. You’re only slow by my standards, not the rest of elf-kind's. But still... I have high expectations for my children, especially considering how gifted you are in other areas. The Hearthwood Clan can’t afford to lose you in a hundred years because you never made it to true mage.”

      I continued to ponder the idea for a while longer before my mind lit upon the trinket Wargod Grognak had given me to reach Gold Skin. Could I do something similar for Argona?

      “Here, study this and tell me what you think,” I said as I fished out the remains of the strange gold device. “I can refill this thing with as much earth zeal as you need. Perhaps you can transform it into a cultivation aid for yourself.”

      “Understood, Father,” Argona said, already taking the device apart with an excited grin on her face. “Let’s see how this thing ticks.”
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      I was so engrossed in my little clock project and figuring out how to improve it in a way that would impress Argona that I nearly bumped into Korra outside the Drafter’s Study. She was pacing the halls, wandering back and forth without looking like she was headed anywhere specific.

      “Oh, Theo!” Korra said when she noticed me. She slid up close to me and started following by my side, poking at the grandfather clock I was carrying. “What’s that? It looks like some sort of mysterious dwarven contraption. Is it for taking naked images of elves?”

      “It’s a clock.” I chuckled as she examined the device. “And no, it isn’t for taking naked images of elves. It’s for telling time through strictly mechanical means. I’m glad someone is impressed by it. I made a dozen of these things while refining the process. Here, if you like it, this one is yours.”

      “Really, for me?” Korra’s eyebrows went up as she accepted the gift, wincing as I thrust it into her hands, and she struggled to lift it.

      “Right, I forgot I cast the entire body out of bronze. It’s a bit heavy for normal people to carry.” I took the clock back into my hands. “I’ll make a smaller version for you."

      “Do you mind if I tag along with whatever it is you’re up to?” Korra batted her lashes. “I can only spend so much time cultivating or on the training ground. All your other women are attending to your duties. So all I can do is scare your maids.”

      Honestly, looking at the bouncy feline girl, she seemed a little bored. With no action to see to and a long stretch of time where she was left here in the Hearthwood, she’d already had all the fun she could. Yorik was usually her companion of choice, but now that Yorik and I had a son for her to look after, Korra no longer had Yorik’s time to herself.

      “Sure, you can hang out with me.” I grinned. “What have you been up to as of late?”

      “Nothing important.” Korra shrugged. “I cultivated my spirit art a little more. I’m preparing to break through to true mage with it now. I can’t let those elves of yours get too far ahead of me! Even if they have the advantage of being built for this kind of magic.”

      As we walked, Korra slipped under my arm. Her body molded to mine, warm to the touch. She felt as light as a handbag compared to the clock under my other hand. I could scoop her up under one arm and carry her off like a purring kitten.

      “Tell me more about the power of your homeland,” I prompted. “I’ve been interested in other cultivation arts lately. First, I want to hear about Elemental Spirit Cultivation.”

      “Well... the concept is rather simple.” Korra nuzzled herself against me, rubbing her head against my side. All this attention was making me feel bad for not spending more time with her. “But it’s hard to explain. So I think we’ll be better off if I show you.”

      Korra led me towards one of the nearest bedrooms, of which there were many. Mac had built the castle expecting me to expand my clan prolifically. Most of these rooms were tiny chambers, complete with a bed and small living space. Whichever child of mine eventually received this room upon their manifesting could make themselves right at home. For now, this one was empty.

      “My people’s cultivation techniques are far more passive than those of elves. There’s none of this introspective work the elves have to do to look inside themselves. Instead, we essentially take an elemental from the world around us, plant it inside ourselves, and then grow that elemental in such a way that it’s linked with our spirits. Eventually, the elemental and the Elemental Spirit Cultivator become one and the same.”

      “What about progressing from heartwielder to mage acolyte? Or using potions to cultivate?” I asked.

      “We have breakthroughs, bottlenecks, and cultivation-enhancing materials,” Korra confirmed. “Usually, they come in the form of cravings. I know my elemental spirit wants something because I get this strange type of hungry I only get for items useful for my cultivation. Sometimes that’s meat from certain animals. Sometimes it’s just to breathe a particularly clean breeze blowing by me. Some of the earth cultivators actually get a craving for dirt, if you can believe it.”

      “I can.” I chuckled, remembering that Yorik had made me do something similar when first learning body cultivation. “So you raise and feed an elemental inside of yourselves. It sounds awfully dangerous to me, but I assume you people have it all worked out.”

      “Occasionally, an elemental might decide to go rogue, but only if their wielder failed to control it. It’s called succumbing to one’s own inner demon. Many of my people have been lost to such a fate, but with skill and understanding, it shouldn’t happen unless you’ve done something wrong.”

      “Fascinating.” Truthfully, it sounded a lot less complicated than either body or spirit cultivation. From the sound of it, Elemental Spirit Cultivation was essentially just living your life and occasionally getting strange cravings. “I’d like to try it myself.”

      And now that my mind was on the subject of elemental spirits, I suspected I had something suitable in my Dimensional Storage already. Her name was Minerva.

      “I’d be happy to show you!” Korra said. Then she wriggled out of her clothes. With a shrug of her shoulders, her shirt fell to the ground, and her small undergarments followed them down right after. “But right now, my elemental spirit is craving something high in vitality. I’ve had this ache in my belly for weeks.”

      A less experienced man than I would have been startled by the abruptness of Korra’s disrobing. One second she was decent, and the next, she was wearing nothing but a thin red choker. I’d given it to her long ago as a symbol of her surrender and the defeat of the Corpse Collector Company. Those days were long behind us, and Korra was a free woman. But she still wore the choker as a memento of those early days.

      I ensured she was living a life many would envy. Now, that silken band around her throat was an object of envy instead of defeat. But, more than that, it provided a soothing effect to Korra’s mind, which I’d learned was a tumultuous place to be.

      “I’m eager to see it in action.” I grinned down as I ran my fingers under her chin. She leaned into me, purring as I touched her. She held her hands out, inviting me to toy with her body however I pleased. “And now I understand why you wanted to cultivate in the bedroom.”

      I did so, running my fingers against her nipples, which were rapidly hardening in the cool air.

      Korra was a small woman, so bending her over for a kiss involved doubling her over. But she was so limber that bending backward until her back was parallel to the ground was effortless to her. I bent at the waist and leaned down as she doubled over in my arms.

      As my lips met hers, one of her legs left the ground and wrapped around my back, pinning her against my stomach. The growing wetness between her legs dampened my shirt, and I reached over my head with my free hand to tear it off.

      “My Elemental Spirit is rather shy.” Korra batted her eyes playfully the moment we broke our kiss. “But I think we can coax it out of me with a sufficiently mind-numbing moment of passion.”

      “Then I’ll do my best to drive all thoughts from your mind except for those of me.”

      I picked her up then and tossed her onto the bed behind her. With the grace of a cat, she twisted around in the air and landed on her feet again. She stood atop the pillows with her hands on her hips, beckoning me forward. I tore my belt free and tossed it aside. My pants soon followed, and I swept her legs out from under her to push her down into the sheets.

      These days, my body was unrecognizable from the form I’d worn on Earth. My flesh was sculpted from the finest marble, with defined masculine lines that would inspire ancient human artists to paint and carve monuments to their gods. I knew from the statues cropping up of me around the city that I’d inspired plenty of elves.

      Now, my superhuman body loomed over Korra’s lithe and feminine one. Her fine flesh was soft and beautiful thanks to her magic which had shaped her the same way mine had remade me.

      I squeezed the muscles of her ass. They filled my hands, pliable and yet firm. I felt her breasts press against me like a pair of rolling hills on a sea of skin without blemish.

      I raked my fingers up between her thighs, hot to my touch and slick with juices. I flicked my fingers against the tender rosebud there, and Korra threw the back of her head against the sheets beneath her, moaning in ecstasy.

      I silenced her with another kiss, and her tongue pushed against mine. She playfully pushed back against me, trying to gain ground on me in this one brief scuffle on a sea of sensual passion. But she stood no chance at that game. I had the World Titan Fiendbody flowing through every muscle in my body, including my tongue.

      I pushed into her mouth, invading her like a king setting foot in a village in his domain. I plundered her with my tongue like I was taking what was already mine, and Korra happily stepped aside, opening wider for me to do as I pleased with her.

      After minutes of this, I felt Korra’s chest tighten. Not everyone could hold their breath for hours like I could, so I let her up for a moment to gasp for air. While she did so, I grazed her breasts and clit with my free hands. My eyes roamed her body, and earth zeal spilled out of me, exploring her like fingers trailing across her.

      Meanwhile, my digits explored her wet sex and found her panting and eager. I caressed her hardened nipples with my other hand while I continued our kiss, lining up my cock with the fingers still slick with her juices.

      As I kissed her again, my cock slid into her. My slick fingers continued to explore her pert backside, prying apart the cheeks of her ass and pressing my already-lubricated fingers against the rosebud there.

      “Mhff...” Korra gasped as my digits penetrated at the same time my massive manhood did the same. I pushed into her from two places at once, and the sensations that resulted in her were overwhelming.

      The feeling of being penetrated twice over was too much for Korra to bear. I slowly slid into her with my fingers and my cock. I concentrated on my length and girth with my World Titan Fiendbody, manipulating my own length and shrinking myself down, so I wasn’t too big for her.

      Korra let out a few more muffled moans as she arched her back. With my free hand, I stroked her head and kissed her cheek.

      “Be a good girl for me and hold still.”

      I traced kisses down Korra’s side, and her fingers wrapped around the sheets, wringing them between her fingers. Her nails lengthened and dug into the sheet, cutting tiny holes into the fabric.

      Her eyes widened as my cock pressed against her deepest, warmest place. She clenched around me, stimulated beyond her mind’s ability to endure my body’s incredible touch. Upon full insertion, she instantly orgasmed, spasming from head to toe as she gasped in short panting breaths.

      “I hope you’re not finished already?” I chuckled. “I can hardly give you any vitality from that.”

      “M-more...” Korra muttered, voice half lost in the delirium of orgasms.

      I gladly obliged. My fingers, already inside her ass, toyed with her second hole while my cock plundered her snatch. Meanwhile, my free hand that stroked her head found her open mouth, poking through into her fingers. Korra drooled on my digits, feeling completely helpless as I claimed her from every entrance at the same time.

      Before she’d even finished riding the waves of her first orgasm, she slipped into another. Her body shook and trembled once again, arching backward as she choked down another round of pleasured shouting.

      This pattern continued from one moment to the next. With each insertion, I let free earth zeal from my body explore her, wrapping around her magic. There was something buried there inside of her, and I was trying to coax it out.

      Ordinarily, pushing so much of my zeal into the body of another would be impossible. Their body would collapse upon itself, and their magic would disintegrate before they let a foreign power in so intimate a place.

      But it was not so with Korra at this moment. I was claiming her. Her mind had only thoughts of me, her body knew only my touch, and now her spirit existed to feel the caress of mine. My World Titan Fiendbody spread into her body, and her body’s own magic stepped aside to let me through.

      It offered itself up to me like a gift. With a start, I realized a greedier man than I could simply take her cultivation away from her here and now, claiming her power as my own. It would be as easy as commanding it to spill out of her and into me. The elemental inside of Korra had surrendered to me just as eagerly as its host, and now it was prepared to do anything to please me.

      “Shhh... do as I do,” I whispered, ushering it to stay in Korra’s place.

      Its movement patterns through Korra’s body were inefficient. It was slow and didn’t provide Korra with anywhere near the gains she should have been getting from her cultivation. I corrected those deficiencies, teaching her elemental spirit how to use Korra’s body in a simplified version of the pattern my World Titan Fiendbody used to empower me.

      The spirit within her embraced my tendrils of power, twisting around them as though in worship of their knowledge and power.

      Meanwhile, Korra orgasmed for the thirtieth time, clenching down around my shaft.

      As I fucked her, I increased in speed and ferocity from one moment to the next. Now, I thrust in and out of her as quickly as a hummingbird could flap its wings. Each thrust of mine carried waves of zeal completely obedient to me with it, filling Korra’s core until my power overshadowed hers within her own body.

      I pressed my fingers in her mouth deeper to hold her jaw open and keep her teeth from clattering together. I reached deeper into her ass to keep her still, and I pushed her thighs down into the bed beneath her.

      To an ordinary mortal, it would almost seem as though she had partially disappeared through the speed of our motions. Her fingers released the bed for a brief moment so she could wrap her arms around my back. She pressed her body against mine, molding it so that she extended me. Her eyes rolled up in her skull, lost in the incredible tirade of sensation.

      I sensed I’d finally reached the minimum level of stimulation to bring myself to orgasm, and I released my hold on my seed.

      I gushed in great oozing buckets, spraying my load deep inside Korra’s womb until her belly swelled, and I felt the pressure of my seed with the fingers of my hand in her rear.

      I pulled out of her then, letting the remainder spill out of her and drain out onto the sheets between her legs. My cock continued to spray as I stood over her, and bursts of fluid coated her bare skin. I pulled a damp towel out of my Dimensional Storage to clean myself off and surveyed the bed, stroking Korra’s head as I basked in the afterglow.
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      Korra’s face went slack and locked in an expression of complete bliss. Her tongue lolled out of her mouth, drooling on her chin. Her eyes were rolled up into the back of her head, and her breathing was slow and steady enough that I would have thought she was sleeping if not for her open eyes.

      “You okay there, Korra?” I asked her. I was a bit worried since I hadn’t done so much with just one woman in a long time. It seemed that my current standards for sex were simply too much for any elf or catgirl below the wizard realm to handle alone.

      I gave her a nudge and was relieved to find her healthy and unharmed. She was simply too overwhelmed with the pleasure of our intercourse to do anything more than sprawl in silence on the bed.

      I sensed another presence within her thought. It was scouring Korra’s body for my seed, gobbling it up like cherished treasures. It was nearly done consuming everything I’d pumped into Korra’s body, turning it into vitality. Now, it was devouring everything that I’d sprayed onto Korra’s skin.

      “Well, hello there,” I said to the being I was watching. “Good of you to come out and say hello.”

      Like a tendril hidden within her, a small cloudy wisp of smoke shot out of Korra’s dripping snatch, latching onto the massive puddle of seed sitting between Korra’s thighs after it spilled out of her.

      I stood with my arms crossed, waiting for the elemental to notice me. It went about its work, and to my surprise, it cleaned up nearly all of my spilled seed in the room. Once that was done, I watched it put all of that extra power into increasing the depth and detail of the patterns spread throughout Korra’s body, just as I’d taught it. Once Korra awoke, she would no doubt experience a substantial boost in power.

      Finally, when the elemental symbiote ran out of fuel to consume, I watched it reach further out of Korra’s body and search for more. Eventually, it found the towel in my hands, and as it touched me, it sensed the origin of the power it had so eagerly embraced.

      “That’s right. That was me,” I told it. The creature was a thing of instinct and touch, not of speech and thought. So I pushed my intentions into the zeal flowing through my body and let that speak for me.

      I stroked it like a pet while my other hand went to Korra’s head, rubbing her fondly between her brows. Slowly and uncertainly, I started coaxing Korra back into consciousness. Meanwhile, the elemental inside of her started spilling out to greet me.

      “There we go, not so shy after all, are you?” I asked it.

      In response, it nuzzled me much as Korra would, and I used the zeal floating around my body to toy with it for a while.

      “You know, I have a few things that might interest you,” I said to the floating elemental spirit.

      I reached into my Dimensional Storage and rummaged around for a while. I came up with a handful of items. First, a few air-aspect spellhearts. It showed no reaction to that, so I tried a fistful of zeal crystals. Still nothing. Finally, I produced an Aura Condensing Talisman. Like a puppy presented with a treat, the spirit bounced with eager joy.

      The spirit turned and twisted in the air, circling around me and nipping at my heels. It sensed the power of the objects in my hands, and I flicked them down towards the spirit one at a time.

      Slowly, it reached out to take my gifts. Once it realized the power they contained, though, it became even more eager and lost its remaining hesitation, darting forward to devour them one after another. The air spellhearts became part of its ephemeral cloudy mass. The zeal crystals soon joined them.

      The Aura Condensing Talisman was the toughest, though. It floated about, cupping the talisman. It knew this item was valuable, but it didn’t quite know how to use it.

      Elemental Spirit of Air

      Purchase Analysis?

      Analysis purchased -150 points.

      Current Cultivation — (Late mage acolyte realm, level 19)

      This elemental spirit of air, bound to Korra, carries a natural affinity for air both for itself and for its bound partner.

      It is intangible in its external form and can only be harmed by magical attacks. While inside Korra, it enhances the grace of her movements, her speed, and the use of several wind-aspect abilities.

      “Very interesting...” I muttered. As I’d hoped, my recent gifts had pushed the creature of air all the way to the peak of the mage acolyte ranks. That Aura Condensing Talisman would help the creature break through if I showed it how to use the thing. But even with my zeal emitting my general thoughts and emotions, I didn’t speak this thing’s language.

      But I knew someone who did.

      “Minerva.”

      As I spoke, I reached into my Dimensional Storage and pulled her out.

      A rock of purplish-black appeared in my hand, like an obsidian gemstone as big as two fists. This would be far too hefty a spellheart for any mage acolyte. It was a wizard-realm conglomeration of death zeal housing the spirit known as Minerva, who had recently promised to do my bidding.

      As soon as Minerva appeared, the elemental spirit of air took off like an arrow, hiding in the room's corner and trying to make itself as small as possible.

      “Can you act as a translator for us?” I asked Minerva.

      [Of course, sir,] Minerva replied.

      “Tell it that you mean it no harm.”

      [Do I mean it harm?]

      “No, that spirit is the bonded partner of my lovely Korra over there. I wish to help it so I can help her.”

      Minerva went silent for a moment, and I sensed tendrils of power scanning the room nearby, lingering on Korra for far longer than it should have taken to merely register her presence.

      [You have certainly claimed that one.]

      There was a bit of smugness in her words, along with heat. If Minerva was flesh and blood instead of a magical rock, I would have thought she was blushing.

      The two spirits were silent to the ear, but I sensed Minerva communicating on currents of zeal. The two elemental spirits chatted awhile, and I waited, watching their conversation with spirit sight.

      [She now understands that I am a spirit sworn to your service and that neither you nor I mean her any harm.]

      “Good. Now tell her that I can help her activate that talisman I gave her.”

      Minerva relayed my words, and the spirit cautiously approached, carting the Aura Condensing Talisman on billowing gusts of zeal. It approached me on my free hand, staying as far away from Minerva as it could.

      I gave it a fond pat, then produced a few extra zeal crystals.

      “These will help prepare you for the transformation that’s about to take place.”

      Once the spirit consumed those zeal crystals, I activated the Aura Condensing Talisman. My power entered the symbols within the adamantium plate, inscribed by Argona’s own hand.

      The power flowing through it activated the device’s primary function. It would draw in an aura and fuse it together.

      The talisman did the same thing to the elemental spirit’s body, drawing the entire thing in and condensing it around the talisman.

      At first, the elemental panicked. It didn’t understand what was happening and felt a visceral fear as this talisman drew it in.

      “Tell her not to resist. This process will help her.”

      Minerva relayed my words, and the elemental spirit stopped its struggling. Moments passed, and to me, it looked like the talisman was in the center of a tornado, gathering up all the air zeal in the chamber and focusing it all into a dense core of energy.

      Seconds turned to minutes, and I observed the now-familiar sight of a breakthrough to true mage. Soon, the talisman dropped to the ground, spent.

      In contrast, the elemental spirit was reborn. It had gone from a formless cloud of mist to a dense sphere of energy that looked so solid I felt like I could touch it. The elemental spirit drifted around the room, eager and playful as it examined the world through new senses.

      Elemental Spirit of Air (Early true mage, level 20)

      “It looks like her breakthrough was a success,” I noted pleasantly as the air spirit pressed itself against Korra’s stomach. It vanished into her abdomen, filling channels of power within my lovely catgirl.

      As new zeal flooded Korra’s body, her senses rapidly returned to her.

      Her abilities were stronger. The intensity of our lovemaking had been too much for a mage acolyte to handle but not too much for a true mage. With her breakthrough, Korra and her elemental spirit had just reached a new realm of power. In moments, Korra recovered herself and bounced back to her feet.

      “Woah... what happened there?” Korra asked as she bolted upright.

      “Feeling stronger? You just hit true mage!” I laughed and smiled, watching Korra's expression of wonder and joy grow wider as she looked inward.

      “I don’t just mean the breakthrough. My whole body felt like I was wrapped in one constant orgasm!” Korra sighed, wrapping her arms around herself.

      “It seems like Elemental Spirit Cultivation is working well for you. Would you say your bonded spirit is happy?”

      “Overjoyed, more like,” Korra answered. “It loves the breakthrough more than anything. I’m sensing a love for you in me that isn’t mine.” Korra blushed at her admission of love.

      I rubbed her head and pulled her into a hug while I wrapped a towel around her shoulders and cleaned some of my lingering fluid off of her cheeks.

      Korra leaned forward and pressed herself against my chest, and I comforted her.

      “Want to go again?” Korra asked.

      I chuckled. “Always.”
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        * * *

      

      After Korra put her true mage body to the test, I had her teach me everything she knew about Elemental Spirit Cultivation. I kept Minerva out the entire time, observing the process and asking questions whenever she wished. I could tell she was just as curious as I was.

      “What do you say, Minerva?” I asked her.

      [Yes.]

      “That’s it? This is a big decision. It’s a fundamental change to your existence and the way you interact with the world.”

      [I promised I would serve you already, and I meant it. This just means I’ll be able to serve you from inside your body.] I sensed her attention turn to Korra, who was once again sprawled on the bed with a numb and giddy expression plastered on her face. Her true mage constitution was capable of enduring the full ferocity of the passionate lovemaking the two of us were both finding we enjoyed.
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        * * *

      

      Under Korra’s instruction, Minerva and I studied each other.

      “This process is going to be different from usual because the two of you are already so strong,” Korra explained. “Minerva is as powerful as a wizard. An ordinary budding Elemental Spirit cultivator attempting to bond with her would just explode from the sheer quantity of energy inside her when they took her in. But Theo’s body is at the sorcerer realm, so he’s more than capable of containing that power. In truth, I think we’re going to end up with the opposite problem. Theo’s body art is too powerful. It might completely subjugate and consume your power if Theo isn’t careful.”

      “I'll do my best to make sure that doesn't happen.” I scribbled a line down on the booklet before me as I turned my attention to Minerva, who Korra was lecturing.

      [I am prepared to let Theo’s aura and body art do as it pleases with me. His cultivation techniques are not conscious, but I believe that if I make efforts to demonstrate my obedience to Theo, they will not destroy me.]

      “We could approach it from that angle,” Korra agreed. “You must think submissive thoughts when this process begins. You are an extension of Theo’s will. A third hand to serve at his whim, waiting on his thoughts. In return, his joy will be yours, and his accomplishments shall be yours. You will need to make your will match his perfectly, to the point that you are an extension of him. Matching goals and will to this extent is necessary to reach the wizard realm with Elemental Spirit Cultivation, but normal cultivators of this type have decades or centuries of time to adjust. You’ll need to do it right at the first step to make this work.”

      “What will I need to do?” I asked. It had taken Korra a bit of time to get over her doubts. I'd been worried as well, but from what Korra explained so far, all the risk in this procedure would be shouldered by Minerva, not me. I was thinking of trying to talk the spirit out of this procedure, but when I even thought about broaching the topic she sensed it and refused. She wanted this.

      “Normally, this binding of wills would go both ways. But you’re stubborn, Theo,” Korra said. “Strong-willed too. Just work on accepting Minerva for who she is, but mostly, she will have to conform to you.”

      “Then it looks like our success will rest in your hands, Minerva.” I rested my palm against the death spellheart, feeling more than a trace of eagerness. I’d dreamed of commanding undead and death ever since I’d first come to this world, and now I was about to unlock those powers.

      But more importantly, my son Segolas was plagued by a hex of the mind and death aspects. For my last attempt, I hadn’t had the tools to work on him. Perhaps now I would.

      “Are you certain about this, Minerva?” I asked for one final time. “After this, you’re bound to me for the rest of your life. And I plan to keep cultivating, so that’s going to be a very, very long time. Maybe an eternity.”

      [I made my choice already.]

      So I took her to the Cultivation Chamber. Korra waited outside, afraid her presence would disturb this delicate process.

      You are attempting to bond an Elemental Spirit. Now integrating Elemental Spirit Cultivation Database. Your human interface unit now has access to additional information pertaining to this new magic system.

      I dismissed the notification The Wanderer sent me, knowing that Mac would foresee my need to go through the database and have a report ready for me when I was finished.

      I held Minerva’s physical vessel above my head. “This is the end of one phase of your existence and the start of the rest of your life,” I announced. Then I shattered her body.

      For the first time, Minerva existed beyond her stone. Anywhere else, she would dissipate within moments. The Cultivation Chamber insulated against the dispersion of zeal, though, and here she could last for a few hours in an incorporeal form.

      [This feeling... so strange,] Minerva said. [I’m very slowly dying.]

      “Don’t worry. We will complete the bonding process before your essence truly disperses into ordinary death zeal.”

      This process would result in a massive loss of power for Minerva. Just staying conscious like this was burning through her precious reserves of death zeal at an alarming rate. I immediately crushed several death spellhearts and zeal crystals to supplement her energy. I hoped I'd gotten the quantity right. I wanted to give her as much as I could, but this was more art than science. Not enough, and she'd die. Too much, and I'd dilute her sense of self and kill her just as easily as letting this process go wrong.

      At my cultivation level, I didn’t need to breathe often, so I stopped at that moment. My body went still, like an unmoving statue. Minerva readied herself, gathering her body clumsily and slowly. She needed to enter me now, and the easiest way to do that would be to breathe her into my lungs in one big gulp.

      [I am ready.]

      At Minerva’s signal, I took her into myself. My lungs moved like bellows, sucking in an inordinate quantity of air. The Cultivation Chamber emptied until it was nearly as sparse as the vacuum of space. Minerva and everything else in the room went into my lungs, trapped within me.

      I could feel my two auras and my World Titan Fiendbody circling Minerva like hungry sharks. They’d devoured energy from beings just as powerful as her before, and upon sensing her presence within me, their immediate reaction was to devour her.

      I held them back, like pulling on the leashes of a set of hungry dogs.

      “Minerva is mine,” I commanded.

      [Yes,] Minerva agreed. Then she supplicated herself before my soul. There were no words spoken, but I could feel her promising to do my will. Sensing her intent, my cultivation art accepted her.

      In my mind great stone doors opened wide, parting like the walls of a castle, beckoning Minerva deeper. A great roiling mass lurked within. Endless tendrils filled the halls, and as Minerva tried to push herself inside me, the tendrils ran over every aspect of her being. They scanned her mind, her memories, and her thoughts. My brows furrowed as I realized I could look into Minerva's past as easily as I could remember my own. My mind magic was serving Minerva's thoughts and memories up to me to do as I pleased with them.

      I ushered the mental magic into calm. I could feel the heartfelt intent in the core of Minerva's being. Did she truly fear she'd be thrown away? Discarded like some stray riverside pebble?

      And what was this young elf I was seeing in her mind? Tormented and experimented on for years by some evil cultivator hoping to make a powerful death spellheart?

      My face turned grim. Minerva hadn't had an enviable life. Beneath that stone exterior was a frightened, shivering girl just looking for someone to hold her tight.

      And so I did. My World Titan Fiendbody wrapped around her. It was the last to accept her, but once it did, her power spread throughout my body, permanently binding itself to me. Her magic was my magic. I could use it on my own if I willed it, though if my lack of talent with necromancy was anything to go by, I'd be better off leaving such things to Minerva.

      Minerva let herself be bound. Invisible tendrils of energy stretched out from each of my World Titan Fiendbody particles, encapsulating Minerva’s power and tying her to me like ropes.

      No, not ropes, I realized. They were like nerves.

      Minerva would be able to sense everything about me through these bindings. My mood, my desires, my intentions, and my will. She would be like an extension of my own mind. When this process was complete, I wouldn’t even have to ask her to cast a spell. She would simply do it like an extension of my own will.

      This connection went even deeper the other way. I could examine Minerva in far greater detail than ever before. Previously, looking at her under Spirit Sight had been like trying to see through cloudy glass. I generally knew how she existed before, but never the specifics.

      Now though, I could see everything. I sensed anxiety from her, but also anticipation. She liked the thought of having a body, even if she was only in the backseat. More than that, she enjoyed my World Titan Fiendbody wrapping around her.

      For her, the feeling was something she’d never experienced before. It was the intimacy of being touched. Forever trapped in that stone, the closest thing she could experience was me touching her stone. Even those scattered memories she'd inherited from her elven existence had been a pitiful and loveless one.

      Before, caressing her stone had been the most exhilarating experiencing she'd ever had. But that was like embracing someone while wearing a winter coat. What I was doing now was closer to the midst of intercourse.

      [Mhff!] Minerva let out a stifled moan, unable to contain a pleasured squeak. I shifted my World Titan Fiendbody around inside of me and realized I could touch and squeeze Minerva the same way I’d toyed with Korra mere minutes ago.

      The feeling of her in my spirit was exquisite. She wasn’t quite cradled in my arms, but the sensation was the same. With a start, I realized I could experience some of her pleasure as my own.

      I decided to experiment, making sure Minerva had settled in by nudging her with my body. She squirmed within me, and I had the distinct impression of a blushing maiden rubbing her thighs together, cheeks flushed and lip between her teeth as she desperately tried to stifle her moans.

      “I can read your thoughts, Minerva.” I chuckled. “You can’t hide anything from me.”

      [...Yes, sir,] Minerva said meekly. She was embarrassed.

      “Don’t get shy on me just from that,” I chuckled. “You’ve seen what I get up to. If you’re blushing from just this, then you’re going to be in trouble when I see the Hearthwood’s matriarchs again.”

      Minerva let out an emotion of approval and acceptance, along with a desire to do better and an eagerness to learn.

      “Well then, I suppose we have to explore what we can do.”
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      Minerva was a wonderful playmate. I realized I could toy with her in any way I wanted, like twirling a favorite pencil around my fingertips. I’d been spending enough time at my desk that I was missing having Steward Elirin sitting on my lap to play with. With all my adventures on my own, I was often finding myself without a familiar woman to keep me company when out adventuring. With Minerva living inside of me, that problem might very well be solved for good.

      The sensations I vicariously experienced from touching her with my body art were intriguing. Feeling her incorporeal form gave me the sense that it was far more feminine in nature than I would have expected from a normally genderless spirit art. I couldn't describe it to anyone but the two of us, but there were elegant curves and soft tenderness. Feeling her, I sensed warm breath and a nervous tightness. Wrapping my magic around her felt good. Perhaps Minerva’s choice of a female identity was more important to her than I assumed.

      I pictured her in my mind as though she had a living elven body. In my mind's eye, she was a tiny black-haired elf with bright eyes opened wide. She looked nervous, and her head hung between her shoulders as she wrung her fingers together and combed them through long black hair. Her pale skin looked like she hadn't seen the sun in years. She batted her eyelashes at me, shy but determined.

      [That body... it looks familiar...] Minerva said.

      "It should. I constructed it from your memories."

      [That poor girl. She was me, and yet she wasn't. Lots of heartwielders had their bodies and souls destroyed to create me, and all of them suffered greatly in the process. But her worst of all.]

      "Well, what's left of her became you. Perhaps we can do a little to make up for all that suffering. I wanted to see if I could affect your mental state by manipulating this imaginary body I've crafted for you." As I spoke, I imagined reaching out with a hand and running it along the cheek of the elf in my mind.

      [Oh... ah... oh! Heavens above!]

      "You like that?"

      [Very much so! Do it again! Please?]

      I laughed. To anyone watching me, I would have looked like a madman chuckling to myself and whispering.

      "Then you're going to love this."

      Minerva moaned as I played with her again.

      Being able to sense her reactions to my imagined ministrations on such an incredible level brought a whole new array of things to think about. That was something that I would have to experiment with.

      Once Minerva was settled, we went to show Korra our accomplishments.

      “You completed the bonding already! Congratulations!” Korra clapped her hands and wrapped her arms around me.

      “We did!” I said as I picked Korra up and placed her on my shoulder. “Now, I want to test a few things Minerva and I discovered. Do you mind helping the two of us out?”

      “Of course! Do you want to try getting her an Elemental Spirit cultivation art? Maybe try some spell casting through her?” Korra's face lit up with delight as she realized our bonding had been a complete success.

      “Something like that...” My eyes roamed her body.

      Minutes later, Korra was face down on the sheets again, moaning as I shoved my cock into her, thrusting with slow and steady rhythm. I wasn’t going nearly as fast this time because I wanted to hear both of the women purring with pleasure.

      Korra was enraptured by the feeling of my shaft deep inside her as she pressed into the bed beneath me. But that was entirely within expectations.

      What was novel and new to me was the fact that Minerva was moaning as well. Apparently, the pleasure we felt was connected in both ways, and when I pounded Korra from behind, she experienced the full breadth and depth of feelings I was experiencing.

      [Oh heavens above!] Minerva let out a choked cry mere moments before I released my load into Korra’s waiting womb.

      “Thank you for your help, Korra,” I said as I gave Korra a pat on her bare rear. “Now, we can try some spellcasting.”

      Korra drooled onto the sheets.

      “Korra?” I gave her a poke on the ass, but she was completely lost in blissful sleep.
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        * * *

      

      In the end, Mac had to help me find what we needed for Minerva.

      [Here’s a list of some of the Elemental Spirit cultivation arts for you to look at,] Mac said.

      “Hmm... interesting. How do I choose which one is best for me?”

      [You don’t,] Mac replied. [These Elemental Spirit cultivation arts aren’t for you to cultivate. They’re directions for your elemental spirit to cultivate.]

      “Ah. In that case, let’s look, Minerva.”

      [I am happy with whatever you choose for me, master,] Minerva said to me.

      I gave her a pleasurable stroke on the spirit as I chuckled inwardly. “All the same, you’ll be the one doing the work for this. I want you to be happy with our choice.

      

  





ELEMENTAL SPIRIT CULTIVATION ARTS FOR SPIRITS OF THE DEATH ASPECT

      
        
        Hand of Death (Elemental Spirit art)

      

      

      
        	This ability focuses their elemental spirit into one or both of their hands, allowing for easy use of any spells that require vast expenditures of death zeal upon touch. Specializes in touch-based attacks.

        	Requirements: Death spirit must possess at least one death-by-touch spell.

      

      
        
        Sinister Blade (Elemental Spirit art)

      

      

      
        	This cultivation art enables the elemental spirit art to bond with a weapon, enhancing it with the power of their magic. Upon manifesting with their bonded weapon, this spirit art will enable the elemental spirit to reap the life of fallen foes, absorbing death zeal for its wielder to cultivate with. Specializes in siphoning attacks.

        	Warning: This ability requires bonding with a specific weapon. If that weapon is broken, the elemental spirit will lose a significant portion of its power and will need to rebond with a new weapon over several decades.

      

      
        
        Shadow of Life (Elemental Spirit art)

      

      

      
        	The spirit that cultivates this ability becomes a bottomless, abyssal shadow. Cultivating this art allows the death spirit to manifest a physical presence inside its bonded companion’s shadow, turning that shadow into a semi-autonomous entity capable of leaving the user’s side and casting spells independently. This cultivation art specializes in creating death avatars and spell-type abilities.

        	Requirements: Elemental spirit must have power equivalent to the wizard realm. The elemental spirit will be temporarily reduced to the heartwielder ranks and will be unable to grow more powerful until it attains the first level of mastery in this cultivation art.

        	Warning: This cultivation art possesses moderate danger of the elemental becoming hostile upon gaining intelligence, resulting in inner demon backlash.

      

      “Tell me what you think, Minerva,” I asked my bonded spirit as we went through the available options.

      [Hand of Death might work, but I have observed you already using a death-by-touch spell. There is some potential for me to enhance the ability further, but reworking your spells will take a lot of effort, with no guarantee of results. Sinister Blade also sounds interesting. However, your aura can devour energy from your enemies and turning it into your own. It is also redundant. The obvious choice would be the Shadow of Life elemental spirit cultivation art.]

      “I agree,” I said with a nod. “But you did see that warning, didn’t you?”

      Minerva actually felt a little indignant when I brought that up.

      [Master, I’ve already promised my absolute loyalty. Since I have already attained intelligence, there is no fear that I will turn against you in the future because of that. Besides, you seem to have a particular affinity for keeping a diverse crowd of strong-willed and powerful women coordinated. That’s why I chose a female form. I swear that I will destroy myself before I endanger your cultivation through inner demon backlash. Though to be honest, I think all these other powerful auras within you would probably destroy me first.]

      “There’s no need to go that far. I believe you, Minerva.” I turned to the nearest microphone. “And if we ever have a real disagreement, I promise to hear you out. Mac, I believe we’ve made our choice. Print up some cultivation resources for that spirit art and see if you can source anything locally for Minerva to work with as soon as we’re finished.”

      With that settled, Minerva and I headed to the Cultivation Chamber, where I settled down cross-legged and ready to cultivate. Only, when I went to buy the new cultivation art, nothing appeared before me. The Cultivation Chamber was just an empty room.

      [Master! A prompt just appeared before me!] Minerva said.

      Your bonded Elemental Spirit has requested the right to purchase the Elemental Spirit art Shadow of Life.

      Grant permission?

      “Granted,” I said aloud.

      Elemental Spirit art purchased. -3000 points.

      The prompt vanished, and I had a distant sensation of information traveling through my body. Only it didn’t settle into my mind as it usually did. Instead, the knowledge went straight past me and headed for Minerva.

      [Oww!] I felt that sharp, biting pain from her that was usually mine to experience, and I did my best to distract her while the new knowledge sank into her.

      There wasn’t much to do while Minerva learned the Cultivation Art. I sat down and pondered the secrets of cultivation for a while, but by and large, I was just sitting there waiting. I didn’t dare practice any spells lest the extra zeal in the air disturb these delicate initial steps for Minerva.

      Finally, a ding sounded in my head as a notification of her success.

      You have been initiated into the Elemental Spirit Cultivation System.

      You have been awarded +500 points for your progress.

      “Ha, it’s been a while since I’ve gotten an award like that.”

      [It is done, Master. Might I say, you have an excellent body. I can tell that if I stay within you for just a few centuries, I will make it to the sorcerer realm purely through its embrace. Just studying it as it envelops me is filling my mind with new understanding.]

      “Well, I certainly hope you don’t take centuries. We’ve got a lot to do, and reaching the sorcerer realm will certainly help. How powerful are you right now?”

      [I’m afraid I’ll be of limited use. I can utilize a few spells appropriate for those at the heartwielder level, like conjuring corpses out of death zeal. Otherwise, though, I might be able to control a few lesser undead, but I doubt I will be of much help to you until I recover my full strength.]

      “If your recovery is merely a matter of recovering your power, then I’m certain that I can accelerate the process.” I opened my Dimensional Storage and withdrew most of my supply of death spellhearts, as well as a sizable quantity of zeal crystals. “What’s mine is yours. Let’s get you back to full power as quickly as possible.”
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        * * *

      

      With my resources, helping Minerva return to the wizard realm proved to be quick and smooth. With my guidance and experience at manipulating zeal, I could quickly set her on the right path. Soon, I felt the power of death lurking just beneath my skin.

      Anyone else would have emanated a dark aura like what I sensed on Xoreda or even Segolas. And truthfully, I could emanate the feeling of a wizard-level spirit cultivator. But a side effect of my powerful body art meant I could cover up and conceal that power. Such an ability would be useful if I ever ended up going to a place like the Lifekeeper Sanctum, which hated necromancers.

      We left the Cultivation Chamber as soon as the process was done, eager to finally put ourselves to the test. Minerva was familiar with what she could do but was waiting to see just how quickly she could cast spells based on my thoughts and instincts.

      When we left the Cultivation Chamber, weeks had passed out in the real world yet again. I’d hoped to be greeted by some of the Whitewood Clan servants. Instead, I found two Whitewood Clan servants lying on the ground unconscious as Korra sat on their backs, flipping through a stack of papers.

      “Theo!” Korra said as soon as she noticed my arrival.

      “The servants... fell asleep on the job! They definitely didn’t eat some of Sava’s sleeping powder. Anyway, since they’re both out of action, I figured I’d fill in. I’m told they usually help relieve any tension you’ve built up after a long period of cultivation?”

      I chuckled. “Korra, you can’t go knocking out the castle servants. And believe it or not, I can restrain myself when I need to.”

      Korra’s shoulders slumped a little, but she picked up the stack of papers.

      In the end, I washed up on my own, working rather quickly and only stopping to play with Minerva for a few minutes. Korra puzzled over the items and text Mac had assembled for us over the past week and was working with him to create a training plan for Minerva.

      But I was looking for something a little more hands-on. I wanted to see Minerva in action.

      “Mac, I’m going out. Tell anyone who comes looking for me that I’ll be exploring the realm of the Circle of Necromancers up north.”

      I figured if I was going to be playing with wizard-level necromancy spells, I should head somewhere the locals wouldn’t flee in terror. Besides, during my conquests, I’d gotten a good look at most of the Groveguard continent. The only place I hadn’t really explored was the domain of the Circle of Necromancers.

      I jumped into the nearest ley line headed north. That brought me out of the city in a few moments. Once I emerged, I jumped into the air to get the lay of the land. The mountain pass was just ahead of me, and when I finally touched down from my mighty leap, I found myself at the base of those towering mountains.

      I landed near the edge of the road and slammed a fist into the mountain before me. The mighty stone cracked, widening the small path I’d cut for a road before into a wide gap large enough for elves carrying cargo to bring their wagons through. I expected the Hearthwood to do a lot of business with the Circle of Necromancers in the future and wanted the path clear.

      A few fist strikes made the hardened stone cave around me. Resculpting the earth around me almost felt too easy, as though once the stone realized what I wanted, it eagerly gave way and shifted to fulfill my intent.

      Soon, the small path was as wide as any of the royal roads in Deania, and I continued working on it all the way to that little village I spotted before and moving past it.

      Rough dirt turned into hardened cobblestone, and soon the road north was straight and clear. An occasional patrol to drive away monsters and bandits was all that would be needed to have this place safe to travel for an average mage acolyte merchant.

      A few villagers stared at me with shock and awe as I raced past them. Once they sensed the titanic powers flowing through me, they ran back to their homes like shivering mice watching a dragon pass overhead. I snorted at their fear. Once I was out of sight, I knew they’d come rushing out to figure out what I was doing. I imagined I’d find a few of them following the road back to the Hearthwood over the next few weeks.

      The war had been harsh to this region. This was already a harsh and hostile land with long winters and little sun. There weren’t many places that could grow crops, and of those that were there, many were nothing but burned-out husks.

      I stumbled across an apple orchard with every tree reduced to stumps. After, I found the wreckage of a village thick with death zeal. There were only a few wisps drifting aimlessly to mark what must have been a slaughter of the village’s inhabitants.

      The Lifekeeper Sanctum and the Golden Sword Sect had truly done a number on this place. I could only hope that Jatese could talk some sense into those zealots. I doubted they’d ever end up like the Rakaren princess, but perhaps she could get them to sit down with the necromancers and put their differences aside so something like this would never happen again.

      Eventually, I came across one of the Circle of Necromancers’ famous fortresses. Now that I had so many members of the Lifekeeper Sanctum prisoner in the Hearthwood, they were no threat to the Circle of Necromancers. But I didn’t plan to keep them prisoners forever. While I trusted my daughter to fix some of them, I didn’t expect her tactics to work on everyone.

      When something reignited those old conflicts, I didn’t want Xoreda and her people to be helpless to defend themselves.

      “This is as good a place to practice as any, Minerva,” I said. “Let’s see if you and I can’t rebuild that fortress together.”

      [Right away, Master!] Minerva said.

      I got to work, trusting that Minerva would figure out how to use her powers to help me.

      The fortress was cut in two like some inhumanly powerful sword strike had cleaved the walls and keep into pieces and sent them tumbling to the ground. As a result, the fortress looked like a cake someone had hacked in half.

      At first glance, it looked unsalvageable. But I didn’t want to build a fortress for the necromancers, even if that would have been easier.

      In the end, though, I identified the broken segments of stone and realized the clean cuts meant they’d fit back together again easily enough.

      So I picked up the severed top half of the keep and hauled it up over my head to the stump of the tower, where I plopped it back in place and held it there while my earth magic mended the break, like holding two broken halves of a stick together while the glue dried.

      When I came out, I found three massive skulls floating in the air just outside the fortress. I nearly jumped back in surprise when I realized the zeal at work was coming from me. This was one of Minerva’s spells, activated from my own body without me even noticing. Thinking back, I had felt some sort of zeal leaving my body a moment ago, but I'd credited it to indigestion. I made a mental note that the feeling was actually what it was like to use death zeal.

      I stood to watch a while as three pale-boned humanoids took shape. Each of them stood three stories tall, like looming giants. Shoulders, spines, arms, and legs all took shape one after another, eventually creating complete bodies for the undead creations.

      Skeletal Giants (Mid True Mage, Level 25)

      “Not bad, Minerva.”

      [I will have these things move all the pieces of stone into position for your earth magic.]

      Without another word, the giants started moving, and I fell into sync with Minerva. The two of us made short work of the remains of the fortress.

      “We’re making quite the repair team, if nothing else,” I chuckled as we finished putting the place back together. “What else can those things of yours do?”

      [Unfortunately, these Skeletal Giants aren’t good for much other than being large and strong. They make good laborers, but it takes more power to give undead unique abilities. These things have no minds of their own either. I have to control each of their movements on my own. Otherwise, they are limp and inanimate. I could set them up with some measure of autonomy, given time, but for now, they’re relatively lifeless.]

      “If I’d had just one of these giants of yours a year ago, I could have crushed Sharian and her Corpse Collector Company in a head-on battle.” I shook my head in envy.

      [I have much better spells for destroying small armies of mage acolytes.]

      I gave the skeleton a pat, and Minerva made it smile and flash me a big thumbs up.

      “You know, I think I could get rather used to this.”

      Over the next hour, I grew rather fond of the fact that Minerva could summon undead to fulfill my every whim. She had a few zombies fetching water, and a pair of skeletons were busy cooking lunch. A massive undead boar was busy tilling the fields behind the fortress. At this rate, the area would be ready for habitation before the wisps floating around it manifested new bodies.

      I also took a surprising amount of joy at the thought of being a necromancer. Being able to control undead hordes had been something I’d long been interested in. It hadn’t worked out when I was just a heartwielder, but now I had necromantic power at my fingertips on the same scale that I’d originally envisioned.

      Sure, it wasn’t really me casting the spells, but the undead did whatever I wanted them to, thanks to Minerva. And that I didn’t have to put in so much as a moment of work to make this happen was rather liberating.

      Minerva and I cleaned up a few more border fortresses just like the first one, along with setting up a few of the broken villages and towns just enough so that the people who would remanifest there wouldn’t have too tough a time getting back on their feet. Eventually, word spread about what we were doing.

      At first, it was just a few heartwielders trembling when they sensed the titanic magical forces at work around me. The mage acolytes were braver, but not by much. It did not surprise me they were so wary of me. A wizard with a bad temper could level a city in an afternoon if there wasn’t someone powerful enough to stop them.

      Eventually, I spotted a few true mages from some of the local settlements popping their heads up to figure out what was going on, and I knew it was only a matter of time before someone mentioned something to a wizard.

      The true mages were also reluctant to speak with me, but they were brave enough to whisper among each other while they watched me.

      “What’s going on? We’ve never seen them before.”

      “That’s a chaka! Could he be Dean the Destroyer?”

      “I heard the patriarch of a clan to the south was an incredibly powerful chaka. Maybe this is him!”

      “No, there was a rumor that Chief Blackgorge, who toppled the Lifekeeper Sanctum, was a chaka. That must be him!”

      “Oh, heavens above! Do you think he’s going to capture us, too? Maybe he’s repairing that fortress and turning it into a massive dungeon! He’ll capture us all and lock us down there to be his playthings for who knows how long!”

      Curiously, the elves didn’t run away even when that rumor started spreading.

      I left them to their own devices as I worked, exchanging rumors as they made guesses at my background and temperament. The rumors of me destroying cities in the Lifekeeper Sanctum and capturing the entire Golden Sword Sect and imprisoning them in my castle’s dungeons to produce zeal crystals for me weren’t doing me any favors right now. Quite a few rumors had spread through the lands, and most elves had some very peculiar ideas about what I did with my captives.

      “If I wasn’t imprisoning all those battle-hungry elves, they’d been rampaging over these very same gossiping true mages...” I grumbled.

      [You are right, Master. These foolish, brainless nymphs don’t understand the privilege of becoming one of your thralls. Do they think you’ll come after them? Ridiculous. They should present themselves before you and beg for the privilege,] Minerva huffed angrily.

      Eventually, and at the prodding of many of her peers, one of the weaker true mages was nudged forward to talk to me.

      She stood before me, hands clasped in front of her, with her shoulders hunched up against her. She looked nothing like a proud matriarch of a minor clan, though that was likely what she was.

      “Um... thank you, esteemed guest, for helping us repair the border fortresses,” the true mage said. “Your work has not gone unnoticed. Please, if there is any way we can repay you, you only need to ask.”

      The true mage winced as Minerva made the laboring undead stop their tasks to stare at the true mage. Many of the larger undead were as powerful as true mages themselves, so the intense stares no doubt sent a shiver up this true mage’s spine.

      I held up a hand, though no such motion was needed to tell Minerva to stop scaring the poor girl.

      “Why don’t you lend me a hand? Start stacking those bricks over there.” I pointed towards a pile of rubble.

      “W-what? Me? I can fetch some heartwielder laborers if you need them...”

      I shook my head. “You’ve got two working hands, don’t you? Put them to work.”

      The true mage gulped at my instructions, looking baffled by my instructions. She looked at her fingers, which were clean and well-groomed. She probably hadn’t done manual labor in a long time.

      I heard a few whispers from the other true mages lurking in the distance, thinking I couldn’t hear their hushed voices.

      “This is when he claims her. Any minute now...”

      I turned to them and raised my voice. “Quit standing there gossiping. I want you ladies working right here alongside your friend.”

      They all looked startled at that, pointing to themselves.

      “Drat, he saw through my invisibility barrier! Run!”

      I squinted and realized there was an invisibility barrier around them. It was weak enough that I discounted it as some sort of passive ability one of the true mages was emanating. But it turned out it was just a sorry excuse for a primitive unnoticeability spell.

      Before my new workers could run off on me, I dove into a ley line and appeared before them, barring their path of escape.

      “The people of your lands could really use this fortress in working order.” I crossed my arms and stared them down. “They’re fortunate their matriarchs care for them enough to get their hands dirty on their behalf. Come on, this work will go far faster with true mages laboring than it will if we try to assemble heartwielder and mage acolyte work teams.”

      Seeing their reluctance, I led by example. I went back to work, and as soon as I turned around, my undead resumed their tasks as well at Minerva’s direction.

      And so, through a combination of intimidation and inspirational speeches, I soon had all the area’s most powerful matriarchs knee-deep in mud hauling stone to build the fortresses. I hoped after today they’d have a better appreciation for the plights of their mage acolytes and heartwielders. These provincial true mages lived at the peak of their cities long enough. Many of them forgot what it was like to be at the bottom of society’s totem pole.

      While they worked, Minerva put a few of her new spells to work. She conjured a new giant for me every hour, controlling as many as she could handle. Ten seemed to be about her limit while they were seeing to simple tasks. Any more than that would require Minerva putting the work in to imbue these undead with a level of autonomy.

      I gave her a break to do just that, seeing as how I had quite a few true mages and wizards with undead of their own to summon. Soon, we had an entire workforce hard at work. I had to scurry around and catch elves standing around and waiting for their undead to finish their work.

      “None of that now!” I told them one by one. “Don’t think you can just make your undead minions do your work for you! You’ve got a wizard’s strength, don’t you? Start hauling those boulders!”

      Many hands made quick work, and soon we were finished with this fortress. I took my work crew to the next one, along with all the undead they had created to help them work. We had a veritable horde shambling along behind us as we traveled.

      “I’ve got an idea. How about instead of just a fortress, we have a wall, turning each fortress into a keep along its length?” I suggested to the true mages behind me.

      They stared back at me with exhausted expressions, though I knew they were faking them. True mages couldn’t get tired so easily.

      It took a whole day to start getting the attention of some of the Circle of Necromancers’ remaining wizards. A few had died in the fighting, but there was enough left to put up a defensive retreat against the Lifekeeper Sanctum.

      “A wizard, we’re saved!” one member of my work crew shouted and waved as one of the Circle of Necromancers’ true powerhouses arrived.

      “What’s going on here?” the wizard demanded.

      She was a wiry woman who reminded me of Xoreda. Long robes hung over her tall and bony frame. Her nose was long and crooked, which was odd considering how beautiful most elves were and the ready access to healing magic they had.

      “Perfect!” I rushed over and grabbed her. “I need someone to rework those Skeletal Giants to be autonomous. Minerva says only a wizard could pull the job off, so you came just in time.”

      “What is this?” the wizard scowled. “Unhand me... oh... oh dear.”

      As she tried to pry my hand off her shoulder, she got a sense of just how monumentally strong I was. She sensed the energy flowing off of me wasn’t death zeal either, like she must have initially assumed from all the undead I was controlling.

      I heard an audible gulp come from her throat as she realized she was staring at someone who had necromancy powers to match her own, along with who knew what other powerful abilities. She was outmatched, and she was smart enough to see it.

      “The giants?” I prompted.

      “R-right away, sir. I’ll see to them.” The wizard had none of that commanding arrogance she’d worn a moment before. She soon scurried off to join the work crews.

      A few more wizards showed up, none of them Xoreda. I’d been meaning to get to know all the important people from the Circle of Necromancers, and this was as good a way to greet them as any.

      [You’ve done an excellent job, master,] Minerva said. [You got those true mages and those wizards to obey you just like that!]

      I shook my head. “I don’t deserve praise. All it takes is standing tall and looking like a patriarch, and these elves are more than happy to do what I say. Especially when they know that I’m helping them. You deserve just as much praise as I do, Minerva. Your control over the undead you’ve summoned is winning them no small amount of admiration. I feel bad I’m taking credit for your talents.”

      [My talent is your talent. My abilities are yours, Master.]

      Over the next three days, the walls I’d envisioned rose from the ground. Most of that was due to my considerable command of earth zeal, but my construction team put in a fair bit of work as well. In the end, we finished far sooner than expected.

      The walls were only a few meters high, which meant I could jump over them without even trying. But they’d be enough to force a heartwielder or mage acolyte to fetch a ladder if they wanted to go into the Circle of Necromancers’ territory, which was really the whole point. If a fence could stop any petty fights from breaking out, I wanted one.

      Once the walls were finished, I ran my fingers over my chin and pondered what else this barren and desolate region of the world needed.

      It was cold. Desolate. Virtually all of the crops around here were grown in the circle’s southern half, close to the warm winds blowing over the Hearthwood. My mind went back to the Golden Sword Sect and the hot spring paradise they’d created for their sect. I couldn’t replicate the dense concentration of zeal they had without modifying the ley lines. But maybe I could tap the power beneath the earth.

      “You know what you necromancers really need?” I asked my work crew. “Volcanoes. Let’s get digging.”

      And so I put everyone back to work. Necromancy was the magic of choice in this region, but a few of the true mages had picked up a secondary earth spellheart to cultivate. A few of them had started with earth before moving to necromancy. Earth zeal had a reputation as a laborer’s aspect of choice because people always needed work done with it. A few of the true mages working for me now had actually financed their initial efforts to become necromancers with their earnings from their old and now neglected earth aspects.

      Soon, I had them all getting reacquainted with those abilities, and I even handed out a few spellhearts for some of them eager to pick up an ordinary trade and become hardworking members of society instead of the pencil-pushing layabout matriarchs I feared many of them had become before I’d come around to change that.

      In the end, though, drilling down through the planet’s crust was too tough a job for anyone but me. Using my enhanced senses and my talent for manipulating earth, I soon found a place where molten magma was bubbling up from some dungeon corridor. It was far from the surface now, but I ushered it upwards even as the local aristocracy dug from above.

      “Keep digging! We’re almost there!” I commanded them. “Those of you without earth magic can pick up one of those shovels.”

      Eventually, I coaxed the reluctant flow of magma up out of the depths and pulled it to the surface.

      “Everyone, get back! It’s coming!”

      The true mages and wizards were more than eager to drop their shovels and flee to safety, even though a little lava wouldn’t have done them much harm, so long as they didn’t go for a swim in it.

      Molten lava gurgled out of the ground like sap oozing from a wounded tree. I’d intentionally prevented any volcanic explosion, but the slow gurgle still wasn’t the tremendous explosion I’d hoped for.

      Thankfully, the magma underground widened the passage, letting more molten stone bubble up and turn the area into something like a lake of fire.

      “Whew! We’re done!” one wizard said. “I don’t think I’ve worked that hard in centuries. Time to lie down for a month of massages and pastries.”

      “Not so fast!” I warned. “Don’t think we’re just going to leave a bubbling puddle of lava sitting around. We’re going to redirect a few rivers. We're going to cover this entire area with hotsprings every few kilometers. That'll warm it right up. After, I think a bit of fish will supplement your diets nicely too. Pastries are hardly a healthy diet on their own and I'd hate to see you all suffer from malnutrition. And as long as we're digging so much we might as well set up a few mines. I think a bit of trade will improve your public image.”

      [You have a talent for this,] Minerva said, and I sensed satisfaction emanating from her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      “Alright, we’re going to form teams!” I announced to the large gathering of elves pressed into service under my guidance. “Wizards, I want you over here! True mages, you’re on digging duty again!”

      Quite a few of these elves were haggard and worn, sagging in place and leaning on their own undead minions for support. They looked at me and each other. Eventually, one wizard elbowed one of their own to the front.

      She was younger than the others with long, coarse hair. It was messier than the flowing silken streams most elves usually had on their heads, but after the amount of work I was doing, everyone was a bit dirty today.

      “Sir... one thing you might know about our society up here is that most of us aren’t really used to working so hard...” the wizard mumbled. A few of her companions behind her smacked their foreheads and tried to pull her back, but I held up my hand.

      “Let her continue.”

      “Well, we have the undead do all this manual labor. We’re not built for it. Now, I know you want to keep going, but...”

      I realized what she was getting at. “You need a break?”

      “We’ve already done the work of months in mere hours!” one wizard behind the speaker shouted at the top of her lungs as indignation and exhaustion overcame her fear of me.

      I sighed. “Alright. You have four hours to get as much sleep as you can. The heartwielders and mage acolytes can get eight, but I know the rest of you can make do on far less! Come on, we can sleep in one of the keeps.”

      The elves sagged in relief, and I sensed a few already trying to slink off.

      “And if you leave the keep, it better be to recruit more workers! If I find you’ve run off on me, I’ll remember who you are! Remember, we’re doing this to build a better future for all of you!”

      I was surprised to hear a few dull cheers echoing throughout the crowd. It seemed I had some fans after all. I made careful note of them. Eventually, I’d need more work teams. The eager and diligent among this crowd would make good leaders.
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      The heartwielders were still on the walls doing a bit of light painting. Keeping up with the rest of us had required more speed than they had, so I was content to let them do their part, minding the small details with the help of a whole host of minimally intelligent undead.

      The mage acolytes were soon fast asleep, and even a few of the true mages went to bed. I imagine this was more work than most of them had seen in decades. For the wizards and myself, sleep was an optional thing. They were just lying about and relaxing for the few hours I was giving them. A few of them had recruited some of the heartwielders into giving them massages. They were being paid fairly, so I didn’t see the harm in it.

      But everyone made themselves scarce whenever I showed myself. As soon as I entered a room, everyone tried to look either asleep or busy. A couple of wizards had even tried to conceal themselves among the heartwielders to avoid being recruited into something else.

      I commandeered a table and had a large map printed back in the Hearthwood. Mac used the new scanner to look over the entire area and render a detailed geographic map of the Circle of Necromancers’ entire territory.

      “You there! You’re going to help me with the political aspects of this map!” I said to a wizard hiding in the corner behind a heartwielder who bore a striking resemblance to her.

      “He’s talking to you. Go ahead, great-grandaughter,” the wizard said to the heartwielder she was hiding behind.

      “Not so fast. Both of you, over here.”

      I tossed a brush in either of their hands and had them draw lines from memory and what maps I could gather from people in the room. It took them nearly an hour, and I was surprised how convoluted the political system in the Circle of Necromancers’ territory was.

      “So you all don’t really have much a unified government or institutions at all...” I muttered as I took in the elaborate arrangement of interconnected clans, sects, schools, and small cities thrown together. No wonder the Lifekeeper Sanctum had them bottled up like ants in a jar. The organization that built the border keeps that had secured their nation for so long had splintered into a dozen different factions. Most of those factions had now collapsed into dozens of even smaller factions, squabbling amongst themselves.

      If I hadn’t intervened, getting those keeps repaired would have taken more coordination than their current societal structures were built to handle. I ran my hand over my chin, thinking hard.

      I couldn’t negotiate with a thousand different villages, towns, clans, and schools. That sounded like a diplomatic nightmare. I wanted the Hearthwood to be able to trade here, but the current political structure would make that difficult. Just getting goods up here would require paying tariffs and tolls to hundreds of smaller organizations. The only things worthwhile would be small, dense trade goods.

      I’d seen the result of such societies as I toured the continent. Without healthy trade and distribution of cultivation resources, the most powerful elves ruled with an iron fist, and society stagnated. Getting cultivation supplies available to ordinary heartwielders and mage acolytes would boost their numbers dramatically and, in turn, generate more mid-tier cultivators. That was something that only happened in Deania after Sam and Dean unified the feuding clans of the region and enforced fairer working conditions and created opportunities for younger unconnected elves to advance. Though there had been war and strife, the elves of Deania were living happier, healthier lives than those in many of the surrounding countries. Perhaps I could set these people on the same path.

      “Okay, so I’m thinking we’re going to build three cities. Here, here, and here.” I drew a series of three dots on the paper, one near the mountains near a small stream, another further down that stream closer to the Hearthwood, and a third at the end of that stream going into the sea. “We’ve already drilled down to the planet’s molten core for heat in all those locations, so it should be plenty warm. Tomorrow, we’re going to make sure each of these cities has plenty of farmland. Next week we’ll look into building some good roads.”

      These three cities would form the heart of the new government I was planning for the region. It would be generations before these three cities were strong enough to impose their will on the older sects, clans, and schools further north, but with my backing, they wouldn’t be destroyed or taken over. And I could always send one of my daughters to be the governor in one of them to help things run smoothly. I had no shortage of capable family members.

      But even if I sent them here, they’d need a group of capable locals to help them. I was on the lookout for just those kinds of people. I had Minerva make a few small undead to send each of them a message and gathered them all up.

      “Attention, everyone!” I announced once all of them were in one of the keep’s larger chambers. “Around you, you’ll find heartwielders, mage acolytes, true mages, and even wizards. There are a lot of you spanning several cultivation realms. You’re no doubt wondering why I’ve grouped you all together. I’ve gathered you all here because you’ve demonstrated the drive and passion for seeing this project through to the end. What I’m building here will reshape your home for the better for generations to come. Now, those of you who want to hear more, stay and listen.”

      Not a soul left the room as I laid out my plan. The idea that I was building three cities seemed to fill them with awe and excitement.

      “Not just building cities,” an excited heartwielder said. “You’re plucking them out of the ground and forging fertile land from barren tundra! Building aqueducts and waterways from the raw stone of the earth! Not even Samuel the Fateweaver and Dean the Destroyer in Deania did that!”

      “All that and more,” I promised. “But I can only do so much. A city needs a thousand little details seen here and there. I will paint the broad strokes, but I need all of you to see the details. I will allow each of you to borrow my authority to recruit teams from the people I’ve gathered to repair the walls and begin harvesting geothermal energy. It’s your job to stay coordinated with me and the larger plan and do whatever needs doing.”

      Circles formed, and elves spoke to one another. We made a commodity, and then a plan, and then we figured out what we were going to do.

      By the time the rest of the elves awoke, we already had the next month of work decided. There was a lot to do and little time to waste.

      I dove into a ley line on the far side of the nation. I wasn’t sure if this port would stay unfrozen year-round with how cold it was up here, but a question sent Mac’s way told me there was no shortage of cold-water fish up here. Even if they couldn’t trade, the fishing alone would make a settlement here worthwhile. As though to prove my point, there were already a number of tiny fishing hamlets near the location I’d picked for my city.

      I sat cross-legged on the ground, focusing my mind and will. The ground burbled beneath me as the earth heeded my call, spreading outward and parting. Water flowed in to fill the gap.

      What had previously been a ragged coastline with frozen sandy beaches was now a huge bay that spanned a wide enough area to feed a city. Though isolated, this small harbor went very deep. Deep enough that the warmth of the world beneath it would keep this water from ever freezing, ensuring that the fledgling city would always have plenty of food and an excuse to build plenty of ships. Perhaps in a few generations, they’d start building ice breakers to keep this port operational year-round.

      The second city was a bit more complicated. It was further south than the fishing settlement, but not quite close to the Hearthwood. This area was nothing more than frozen tundra. Perhaps that would change with the open lava flows we’d dug up the previous day to make the hot springs I had planned, but for now, the entire area was still devoid of all but grass.

      And warmth alone wouldn’t do for this area. The mountains nearby cast long shadows and would shade any crops planted around here. I would need to move them. But where?

      It all fell into place soon enough. The light bouncing off the snow-covered mounds would do to brighten the farmland I had planned. I just had to change the orientation of a few of the mountains.

      Moving mountains was a lot of work. Sam and Dean had my respect for all the ones they moved to clear out the Heart of Deania and make that entire region fertile and well-watered cropland. I planned to take it one step further and move the mountains in such a way that they were both natural resources and that they’d enhance food-producing potential of the area.

      I scanned the nearby mountain range. My new ability was already slowly but surely shifting the earth to suit the image I’d formed in my mind, but now I was taking a much more active role in world sculpting. The earth beneath my feet shifted, and my power plucked a handful of mountains out from the rest. Everything else pushed back and out of the way, lining up to form a natural wall even sturdier than the one I’d spent the previous day repairing and rebuilding.

      Each of the new mountains I selected was flush with resources. They were filled to the brim with silver, gold, gemstones, and quite a few other rare elements I didn’t recognize. I’d been tempted to claim those resources myself. A day or two of concentration for me would be all that was needed to bring those resources to the surface for harvesting.

      But once I thought about it, those mountains would provide heartwielders and mage acolytes willing to mine it decades of income. It would be better to leave such tasks and rewards to them. I wasn’t sure how much time had passed since I started working on this city, but by the time I was feeling ready for a break, Minerva reported remarkable progress on all fronts.

      [The teams of elves you set to work have finished repairing the keeps, and the organization you created has done a remarkable job with the fishing city. They’re on their way here to help you with this one.]

      “Thank you, Minerva. I’m just about done here myself. I see you’ve got your undead putting up a few signs and details.” I looked at one such undead, a towering creature of bone the size of a skyscraper. It was currently drawing squares in the dirt, using an entire tree like a stick.

      [Trying to help. I’m drawing out lots like you’ve done in the Hearthwood. From your speeches, I take it that you plan to have this civilization resemble the one you built there?]

      I’d never told Minerva such a thing, but she’d picked up on it fast. I was glad about that. She was really playing her part as an extension of my will well. In time, she might be able to handle these sorts of details without me even needing to think about them. I chuckled to myself, fearing I might go soft. Assuming being constantly pampered by my women and now the Whitewood Clan hadn’t made me soft already.

      With a farming and mining city built, I headed back in the direction of the Hearthwood. This third and final city would be focused on trade, and I wanted that to be obvious at first glance.

      I marked out a wider region of land for this one. I wasn’t doing anything special to the mountains nearby, but I expanded the river running from this settlement to the previous one I’d built, then built a few smaller canals to make sure any crops in the area would get plenty of water. That would feed the city, but I wanted this one to be special. Since I wasn’t adding more light, perhaps I could try adding fertilizer instead?

      [What are you planning, Master?]

      “Sewers!” I grinned. “I’m going to build some sewers.”

      So while I laid the foundations for this trade city, I spread a vast underground network of stone pipes as wide as a small river. My canals would wash through them, carrying away waste from the city and distributing it into the fields around the city. The tunnels would be big enough that elves could walk along either side to clean any underground blocks and maintain the tunnels if need be, though I made certain to make the walls thick enough they’d last for a few hundred years without maintenance. By then, this city should be making full use of them and be able to take care of their own shit.

      [Ha! I understand the joke.] Minerva laughed as I shared my internal monologue with her. [Good one, Master.]

      Soon enough, the sewers and the fields were done, and I started laying the foundation for the true city center. The ground here was sandy, so I figured I’d best firm that up a little to give the elves trying to build here every chance they could. The tribe I ran into on my last trip north had nothing better than log cabins. I was planning for skyscrapers. The huge natural trees meant they were already in the Hearthwood, but I wanted to try something more artificial here in the north. I knew from visiting the capital that elves could build things quite tall, and if the city grew as much as I hoped it would, this city would need the space.

      Days ticked by as I worked, and I was only disturbed when someone I’d been waiting for finally came to visit.

      “Sir, sorry to disturb your concentration, but this wizard here kept asking for you,” said a wizard. She’d been among those I’d brought into my little circle for her ambition and leadership skills. I’d found most of the wizards here to be a bit on the lazy side, especially when it came to getting her hands dirty. This one had been the same when we started, but after seeing me lead, she was among the first to have a change of heart.

      [Oh great, another thirsty harlot hoping to swear her undying devotion to you,] Minerva grumbled in my head.

      I turned and saw Xoreda, looking around with a very confused expression. Had she heard Minerva's voice?

      I stood from where I’d been seated, cross-legged on the stone.

      As I stood, I frowned for a moment at where I’d been sitting. When I first sat down, that had been nothing more than an ordinary bare batch of muddy dirt. Now, as I stood up from my meditation, that patch of dirt had transformed into a brilliant pedestal as high as I was tall. It was made of solid black stone as smooth as glass, and across each face were lines of text detailing four of the basic cultivation arts I knew. I must have created the pedestal subconsciously. Future generations of heartwielders would no doubt come here for miles around centuries from now to learn the cultivation arts inscribed upon this pedestal.

      “Impressive work.” Xoreda waved her hand at the pedestal.

      “It’s a good idea.” I shrugged. “I should probably make more of them.”

      Xoreda was on the thin side for an elf. That was something of a theme I’d noticed. Hopefully, all the farming and fishing settlements I was putting together would ensure all these necromancer ladies could feed themselves properly. I wouldn’t want to mistake any of them for one of their undead.

      Besides being a powerful wizard, Xoreda was one of the Hearthwood’s oldest allies. Eltiana had contacted her years ago and arranged for my son Segolas to become her apprentice. In doing so, she saved the budding Hearthwood Clan from its enemies. When we’d first met, she’d been so much stronger than me that I’d had to bow and watch my words. Now she was the one bowing and watching her words with me.

      “I have to admit, I’m a bit confused as to what’s going on,” Xoreda said as she stepped forward to stand beside me.

      “I’m building a city. With the hot springs and the rivers I’m redirecting, they should be an excellent spot to live in. If you’re looking to move somewhere, I’d suggest this is the place. The land is cheap now, but I doubt it will be so for long.”

      “You’re building a city?” Xoreda asked incredulously.

      “Three of them, in fact. I’m rather interested to see how they compare. One is going to get extra sun, and one will have better-fertilized fields. Which one will produce better crops? I’ll have to come back in a few years to find out.” I waved a hand at the sewage system before me, most of which was still exposed.

      “Okay. That’s very interesting,” Xoreda said, staring at me instead of the sewers.

      I stared back at her.

      “You... really came here to build us a bunch of cities and hot springs?” Xoreda asked.

      “Yep.”

      Xoreda ran her fingers through her hair, twirling them through her fingers as she stared at the ground at my feet. “Oh. You know, some of the people up north are building an army. They’re saying you’ve conquered the entire southern half of the nation and have forced everyone into joining your horde.”

      I nodded. It wasn’t too far from the truth. Now that I thought about it, I had built something of a horde from these elves I’d picked up. Now that I thought of it, turning these elves into an army and having them attack something would probably have been easier than putting them to work building walls and public infrastructure. I wondered if that said something about elven society.

      “Thanks for warning me. I'll talk some sense into them when they arrive. Want to help?” I asked. Before she replied, I reached out to grab her wrist and started pulling her to the map and work board, reviewing all the jobs that had been completed since before I started meditating to build the city foundations. “Here’s a list of what we need done. Oh, and if you have any friends just lying about, make sure to call them and tell them to come here! Oh, and one last thing. Come to the Hearthwood sometime this week. I think you’ll want to see my son Segolas again.”

      “My apprentice? Has he gotten over that curse?” Xoreda asked.

      “No, but he will soon enough.” My mind was already back in the Hearthwood, trying to tackle my next problem. Was I ready to tackle Tim and set right what he made wrong?

      Yes. I felt I was.

      That army Xoreda promised showed up a few days later. It was mostly just a rag-tag band of true mages and minor clans with their wizard-realm matriarchs. Most of the better-connected wizards had realized by now that I didn't mean any harm. And that even if I did, they wouldn’t be enough to stop me. The true mages, however, weren’t quite as well informed.

      “Perfect! You all came just in time!”

      “Where is the tyrant who’s come to destroy us?” one of the true mages demanded.

      “You look fairly strong. You practice earth magic, right?” I asked the brawniest of the newly arrived true mages.

      “Uh, what?” Her jaw hung open, and her brows furrowed tightly together as I examined her. There was definitely earth zeal flowing through her.

      “Come on, I need you to make a bunch of hatches.” I dove into a nearby ley line, reappearing in a sudden flash of motion right behind the woman. I grabbed her by the waist and started pulling her to my sewers.

      A pair of undead tried to attack me. Both were powerful creatures equivalent to true mages themselves. I shattered both with one swing of my hand.

      “He’s too strong, run!” one of the true mages shouted.

      “Oh no, you don’t!” I yelled. “Now that you’re here, you’re being put to work! There’s a lot that needs doing, and I need all the hands we can get. You there!” I pointed a finger at a group of wizards, sighing as they hunched over a slab of foundation, directing undead to start building the city I was envisioning. “Chase down those fleeing true mages and give them jobs!”

      The wizards perked up at that order. Apparently, it agreed with them much more than the job I had them currently assigned to.

      “Gladly, sir!”

      The wizards among the army were a lot faster than the true mages, so I spent most of the morning chasing them down myself. Fortunately, I'd grown somewhat good at chasing down elves and tossing them over my shoulder. And when the wizards were fully subdued, the rest of the army swiftly fell into line and surrendered.

      Soon enough, the attacking army joined my labor force, and work continued at an exponentially fast pace.

      After a few days, I noticed that Minerva’s undead had grown even stronger and more numerous.

      “You seem like you’re doing well, Minerva,” I said as I reached inside to feel the power that made up her being. It was definitely stronger than before.

      As I spoke the words, the notification appeared before my eyes.

      You have reached the late wizard realm with the death aspect! You are now a level 37 death cultivator.

      [I think I’m finally back to peak strength! I haven’t had this much power in centuries! Everywhere I go from here on out is fresh and unbroken ground!]

      “Congratulations, Minerva.”

      [The only reason I made it this far so fast was thanks to the resources you’ve provided, Master. That, and your wonderful body. I’m not sure if I’ve even leaked a single particle of death zeal since I joined with you.]

      “I’m happy you’re feeling at home. I’ve certainly come to appreciate this new body of mine as well.”

      I looked around myself, scanning all the elves at work. Xoreda was just one among quite a few wizards. The true mages who’d been with me from the beginning had changed their tune. Now, they seemed a little smug while chatting with their new comrades, showing off the product of their recent labors with pride and laughing as the newcomers who were so eager to fight for their country were afraid to get their hands dirty for it.

      I’d witnessed a change of tune over the last few days. Now that I’d gotten them started, these elves were seeing the value of what they were building. Already, many of the heartwielders and mage acolytes were moving into the still-forming cities. The people moving in now could secure the best lots. I doubted that they’d keep them long-term, but if a heartwielder could hang onto a valuable plot in the heart of the new city for long enough, selling it could finance their cultivation all the way to mage acolyte. Maybe even true mage if the city’s real estate market did as well as I hoped it would.

      There were some minor details to see, like forming a government for each of the cities, but I’d send one of my daughters up to help these people with that. Maybe one or two of the Hearthwood’s matriarchs could show up if anyone threatened to cause trouble. That should be more than enough to keep the peace in each of these cities until they were established enough to survive on their own and start trading with the Hearthwood.

      “You know, Minerva, I think we’re done here. These elves know what they’re doing, and they’re proud of it too. Let’s allow them to build their future on their own.”

      [Back to the Hearthwood, then?]

      I was silent for a long moment. I was a wizard three times over now. Once with mind, once with earth, and with Minerva, once with death. This was something I’d been waiting a long time for.

      “Minerva, do you think you could help me lift a hex?”

      [Of course. Your desires are my desires.]

      “Then it’s time we dealt with something that’s been weighing on me for some time.”

      I waved my hand to get some attention.

      “Everyone! I just want to say for a moment how proud I am of everyone who has stepped up to work on this project with me. Keep up the good work! I’ve got some business to attend to back in the Hearthwood. I’ll send some more help here while I’m there. And don’t worry! Though I might be gone, I’ll only be a short jog away! I’ll be back to check on your progress later and help out a bit more! When I do, I hope to see a bustling little city here!”

      Then I dove into a nearby ley line and headed back to the Hearthwood.
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      I returned to the Hearthwood to find things much the same as I left. Mac was the first to greet me upon my return.

      [That sewage system was rather creative of you,] Mac said.

      “I see you’re making good use of the newly upgraded scanner. And I appreciate your good taste. Turning waste into fertilizer is just good city-building.” I was glad that Mac shared my enthusiasm. I knew he’d approve of the idea. We already had something resembling sewers in the Hearthwood, but my recent creation took them a step further.

      [I have already started replicating the design throughout the Hearthwood. Soon, the underground sewage network shall spread throughout the entire forest. And then, the world!] Mac cackled like an evil AI hell-bent on world domination.

      “How’s our guest in the Personal Chambers? Sitting comfortably, I hope?” I asked.

      [If you mean the evil mind-controlling sorcerer Tim who tried to destroy the entire Hearthwood, I think he’s finally settling into the notion that he’s trapped. He made several escape attempts, all of which were foiled by The Wanderer.]

      “Good. After what Tim did to Segolas, I think I’ll enjoy pulling the rug out from under him now that he’s finally made himself at home. Get Sava and Tivana. They’ll both want to see this.”

      I headed back to The Wanderer’s Command Center and waited for them.

      They greeted me within moments.

      “Theo...” Sava began, her face looking nervous. “You’re sure you’re ready to confront him? Maybe we could...”

      “No one knows more about what happened to Segolas than he does.”

      “The Chamber of Tranquility is helping him. I’ve seen it,” Sava insisted. She wrapped her arms around my waist and pulled me close. “I want Segolas to get better more than anything, but you have so many other children who need you. And don’t forget, I need you too.”

      I planted a kiss on her forehead. “I will be fine. Mac knows I can take him. He has to be starved of zeal by now.”

      “And if he can’t, I will be there to help,” Tivana added. “Don’t worry over Theo’s safety, Sava.”

      “Okay.” Sava kept a hand on my shoulder. “But I’m coming in as well. I’m a wizard now. He may be stronger than me, but I won’t hold the two of you back.”

      “Stay behind us,” Tivana instructed.

      I turned to the door, covered in a glowing sheen of blue light.

      “Alright, Mac. It’s time. Reconnect the Personal Chambers to The Wanderer.”

      [Done.]

      I felt death zeal swirl within me as Minerva prepared herself for battle. Tivana tensed next to me, and strands of gray light wound around her fingers, ready to shoot out of her and slice anything in front of her to ribbons.

      The blue barrier dropped. Not a moment later, a hand shot out, reaching for my face.

      It was gaunt and pale, like it belonged to a ghoul instead of a man. Blood covered the nails, and the fingers twitched malevolently. The thumb and forefingers went right for my throat.

      I remembered this hand. It had left me crushed against the wall just down the hall from here, moments away from death.

      But that was before I had the World Titan Fiendbody. Now the tables had turned. Quadruple Parallel Thought was already active, speeding up my reaction time so it could keep up with the tremendous capabilities of my body.

      I grabbed the wrist with one hand, stopping the incoming strike in its tracks. The air around me whooshed by, sweeping down the halls in a sudden gust.

      But the hand going for my throat had been nothing more than a distraction. Tim’s true talent lay in mind magic, and that’s what he planned to attack me with.

      But I had Mental Fortress ready and activated. This time the ability was on a level far beyond my crude mental defenses the last time I’d fought Tim.

      His amber-colored zeal reached out like a tendril, stabbing straight for my mind. But when it struck, it bounced right off.

      I used Moment of Clarity, and time slowed down. I observed Minerva and Tivana striking at the same time. A cross of spatial fractures shot out from Tivana’s fingers towards Tim. Meanwhile, a deadly roiling cloud of death zeal shot out at Tim from my own stomach.

      Both struck Tim simultaneously, and together they knocked him off his feet and sent him flying back into the room he’d been locked in.

      I was on top of him a moment later.

      He had torn my Personal Chambers to shreds. The pillows were scattered around the room. The mattress and bed frame beneath it was broken. It looked like Tim had used their parts to hack at the walls and windows for months, all to no avail. While disconnected from The Wanderer, this room hadn’t even been part of the world.

      Tim must have discovered that when he broke open one part of the wall behind him. This room had been an island in a shifting void.

      Not even a single heartbeat passed as I crossed the room and slammed my fist into Tim’s jaw. I felt a satisfying crunch beneath my fingers. His bones broke as easily as mine had back then.

      “You think you can come here?” I picked Tim up by the collar. His fine suit was in tatters and stained by dry blood. “You think you can kill me? Kill my family? Take my people as slaves?”

      My fist slammed into his face again, rocking his head back.

      Tim hung limp in my hands, eyes distant and unfocused.

      “You think you can destroy everything we’ve worked so hard to build?” I demanded, nearly shouting now.

      I grabbed Tim by the arm and leg, heaving him across the room and slamming him into the far wall.

      He slumped to the ground, collapsing under his own weight.

      “Answer me!” I demanded as I struck him again. The force of my blow shattered what little was left of the room’s furniture, stirring up dust and debris from all around the chamber. It filled the room with a noxious scent from Tim’s long imprisonment.

      There was a hand on my shoulder. I turned to see Sava. “I want to see him pay for what he did as much as you do, but Segolas needs him alive.”

      I turned back to Tim, brows furrowed tight. I’d come in here ready for the fight of my life, only to find Tim already halfway to death.

      He didn’t look tidy like he had before. His clothes were a mess, and blood leaked from the corners of his mouth from my blows. He wasn’t as bad as I’d looked the last time we’d fought, but the fight was gone from his eyes. He’d regrown most of his severed hand, though the new one looked smaller, paler, and weaker than the original. That one had gone to fueling Illiel’s mind magic cultivation.

      He was exhausted and didn’t even have the strength to meet my gaze.

      “Theo... I think you’ve won,” Tivana said slowly.

      I let my balled fist fall to my side. Without thinking about it, I’d been ready to strike again.

      I couldn’t help but laugh. “What a difference a bit of power makes.”

      I shook my head, clearing the remaining anger from my mind. I wasn’t even sure where so much fury had come from. Had I been holding on to it for an entire year, through everything I’d been through?

      I let Tim drop to the ground with a conscious exertion of will. He slid out of my grasp and fell with a wet thump. As he hit the ground, I felt tension I hadn’t known I’d held ease between my shoulders. It was over. We’d truly beaten him.

      Tim had come closer than anyone else ever had to destroying everything. But that threat, at last, was over.

      “Have him cleaned up and his wounds treated in the Medical Bay. I doubt the iron collars will restrict his power as they would on an elf, but try them anyway. And let him know if he causes any trouble that I’m looking forward to a proper fight. This time, he’ll find me a much tougher foe.”

      Sava and Tivana dragged Tim away to the Medical Bay, leaving only me and Mac to chat as I gripped the broken bed frame with white knuckles.

      The wood turned to splinters under my grasp, then those splinters rubbed against each other until there was little left but brown powder between my hands.

      [I can see you’re in a bad mood. Can I ask you to brood somewhere else, though? There’s quite a mess there, and I would like to have it cleaned up as soon as possible.]

      “Yeah. Sorry, Mac.”

      I felt another wave of anger surface. I looked inward to find the source. In doing so, I discovered I was horribly frustrated.

      I’d expected a better fight from Tim, for one. After all he did, I wanted the catharsis of defeating him and proving all my hard work wasn’t in vain.

      Instead, I felt like I was beating a man already half dead. Worse, I wanted to keep hitting him. If I had, I would have killed him.

      If it wasn’t for the fact that we needed him alive, I would have been tempted to do just that.

      Is this who I wanted to be? Who I was becoming with my newfound power?

      I wasn’t happy about that. It frustrated me more, and the frustration only made me angrier. I felt like smashing something.

      [All the improvements are taking a considerable amount of time, but I should note the Smith’s Workshop is fully operational again.]

      “Good call, Mac.”
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        * * *

      

      I took Mac’s advice and headed to the Smith’s Workshop.

      I’d long since debated opening this room up to others. Elves working here would have to wear suits if they wanted to survive the iron poisoning. But there had always been some other industry to invest in, so I’d never gotten around to it.

      I was grateful for that silence now. There was nothing but my thoughts and the sound of raw steel waiting to be molded.

      Some men in my position might smash mountains to vent their anger, but I felt an intense desire to turn it into something useful.

      Fortunately, the recent upgrades to this room meant that it had been quietly making and refining plenty of stock metal for me to use.

      Now, what to make?

      I had nothing in mind, so I let my bundled anger guide me.

      “Mac, do you still have that radioactive rock you found before?” I asked my long-time companion.

      [All that I showed you and more. There was plenty more where it came from. I’m isolating it into a room deep in the dungeon's region under my control. I thought we could repurpose it into some sort of sterilization apparatus.]

      “I have another idea.”

      Something took shape in my mind, and I followed that vision, hammering out flat plates one after the other.

      I had no background in nuclear physics. Back when I’d been an ordinary human, this design would have been beyond me. Even with Mac’s help and the vast stores of information he had access to, the complex calculations involved in designing and constructing a reactor of the kind I was making should have completely stumped me.

      But something had happened to me with all the cultivating I’d done as of late. My mind was faster. I made connections in moments that would have taken years of frantic thought back home. Calculations that should have had me staring at chalk or a calculator for days were solved as soon as I figured out the right questions to ask.

      If someone had put the current version of me up against the old version of Mac in a math contest, I might have been able to beat my old AI companion. That was how much faster my brain worked now than it used to.

      But my brain wasn’t the only thing that had improved. My hands worked tirelessly, able to bend raw steel between my fingers. I could reach into the furnace and scoop out molten metal, willing it into my desired shape.

      Not long ago, I spent the day building a sand filter for clean water. Now, I was constructing a nuclear reactor with the same amount of planning.

      What had once been complex was now trivial. What had been impossible before was now merely challenging.

      Minutes turned to hours, and I wasn’t sure how much time had passed outside. I knew Mac would keep me informed should anything require my attention. That he left me undisturbed was enough to tell me that Tim was behaving himself.

      Building the enclosure went smoothly enough. Refining the radioactive material Mac brought me was harder. I was fairly certain it was uranium, or whatever this world’s equivalent was. For all I knew, it could have been magic emitting this energy I was sensing from it instead of decaying atoms.

      Whatever it was, though, it needed to be enriched and concentrated.

      My cultivation came in handy again here. I had enough control over metal and stone to simply will the parts I needed from this stone to separate from the rest of the rock. I had no need for complex centrifuges or other contraptions. My mind and power were enough to force this material to conform to my will.

      I created a series of six fuel rods. They were hot to the touch, and a normal human standing where I was would be dead.

      I was no normal human, though, and my World Titan Fiendbody’s natural durability and regeneration factor meant that I had no issues being bathed in radiation. Even the heat these rods were emitting didn’t bother me, though they would be more than hot enough to boil water.

      I kept the door closed to my workshop. While these powerful radioactive devices didn’t bother me, they could kill the elves outside easily enough. Mac had already insulated the walls of my workshop to protect my people from all the iron I kept in here. Sixty meters of stone and water was more than enough insulation to keep this place a healthy distance from everyone I cared about, though I would need to throw away the clothes I was wearing when I was finished.

      Soon enough, I completed the reactor core. It was a simple design, but I thought it would be safest to keep things simple for my first nuclear reactor. Perhaps in the future, I could try something more complicated, but for now, this was my plan.

      The reactor rods would heat water, which would spin a turbine and send electricity from a secure underground facility to the surface. There were some details here and there that made it all work, but a liberal dose of magic helped make something as complicated as this thing function smoothly.

      I’d be relying entirely on Mac to maintain the facility. I didn’t have time or the capability to train elves to do it. Nor did I think they’d have the attention to detail they’d need for such a job. Cultivation encouraged taking risks, and I could tell from the raw quantities of zeal gurgling around the reactor core that someone would try to jump in and cultivate it, regardless of my warnings. Mac could actively rearrange the entire reactor as needed would go a long way to keeping this thing operational until the fuel was spent, so he was all I needed.

      “How’s your part coming along, Mac?” I asked. While I’d been working on the heart of the new reactor and eventually the turbines, Mac had been building a large underground chamber facility for it.

      [That underground lake will have to be our source of cooling water. We might end up with a Deepwater Shark in the reactor from time to time, though. And we’re bound to build up a hefty layer of fouling.]

      I shrugged. “This isn’t Earth. Anyone who gets that deep into the dungeon will handle a little radioactive waste. And when the tubes foul enough that they’re unusable, we’ll just build another reactor. The trick will be getting the core from here to the room you’re building harming none of the elves in the city.”

      [That’s not as tough as you might think.]

      Mac made use of his dungeon core abilities to open a hole in the ground beneath me. With that, he sucked the reactor core right down underground to where it belonged.

      Getting myself to the reactor core turned out to be more difficult than getting the reactor core itself down there, but Mac opened up a special tunnel just for me. It was off to the side of the hidden chamber where me and my women had confronted the Crimson Eye Observer. We thought Eltiana had died in that fight right up until she appeared from the shadows to deal the final blow.

      The dead dragon corpse we discovered around then was still here, and even now, I could sense a few necromancers cultivating nearby to take in its powerful death zeal. Soon, my son Segolas would be among them once again.

      When I finally made it down Mac’s new tunnel to the reactor room he’d constructed, I verified that the reactor was working as planned. As soon as I opened the door, a billowing cloud of steam greeted me. It washed over my skin, no more harmful than an ocean breeze on a summer day.

      “Make sure no one who isn’t me opens that door, Mac,” I instructed. “And make sure no one is following me.”

      I had no shortage of admirers in the Hearthwood, and a few of them even followed me around when they could. Unfortunately for them, I moved far too fast for any of them to monitor for long when I was outside the Hearthwood, but while I was here, a few of them stalked me from the shadows, desperately hoping for the right moment to introduce themselves.

      I wasn’t sure if they were interested in me personally or the power and connections I could provide. It was a bit on the creepy side, but that elves were universally beautiful made me a lot more comfortable with my roving bands of admirers than I would be otherwise. Despite their odd choice in a hobby, I didn’t want to see them hurt themselves by opening a door like this one and getting a face full of burning, radioactive gas.

      While Mac constructed a few safety precautions, I wired up the turbine’s generator. With any luck, power would come right from this nuclear reactor all the way to the mana generator above me, where the electricity would be converted into points that I could spend with The Wanderer. If the entire thing worked as I hoped, the entire system would generate far more passive points than it ever would before.

      More than that, though, this diversion set my unsteady heart at ease. By the time I plugged the generator in and watched the first point roll in, I was feeling a lot better about Tim.

      Electricity converted to points! +1 point.

      The number ticked up again every couple of seconds. Not bad at all. Even if I never fought a massive battle again, the Hearthwood would continue to improve. If Mac found more radioactive rocks, perhaps I could build more reactors and increase the passive point generation even further. I felt a smile creeping up the corners of my lips.

      [I’m pleased to see a smile on your face and a steady heart rate,] Mac said into my head. [Removing a deadly hex is a rather delicate procedure, and Sava has said you should be in top form for it. She’s been ready to begin for several days now.]

      “What about Xoreda?” I asked. I wanted her here for this.

      [She arrived this morning. Everything is now in place.]

      “Minerva?”

      [This is what you allowed me to bond with you for, is it not?] Minerva asked. [You should know the answer. Not that I wouldn’t support you in anything and everything, Master.]

      “Then let’s cure my son.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      Sava and Tim were standing outside the Chamber of Tranquility.

      Tim was far better than he had been the previous day. He was on his feet and cleaned up, though his hair was much longer than when we first met, and he was wearing elvish-style clothes instead of the tattered remains of his Earth suit.

      “Hello, Theo.” Tim glowered.

      I stood across from him with my arms crossed.

      “Sava told you what you’re here for?”

      Tim rubbed his jaw, undoubtedly feeling some lingering pain from my punches. Good. I still woke up in a cold sweat at the feeling of having my head smashed against the far wall during our last fight.

      “She did. We also made a deal. In exchange for my full cooperation healing this half-breed child of yours, I will be released unharmed.” Tim’s eyes met mine, as though daring me to say something to the contrary.

      I grimaced. “You made that promise? After all he did?”

      Sava stared back at me, tears in the corners of her eyes. “I... I just want our son back.”

      “Fine then.” I turned back to Tim. “We will uphold that bargain.”

      “I want a soul oath. Otherwise, I’m not helping.”

      I clenched my jaw tight, forcing the words from my mouth as I answered him. “I swear upon my soul that I won’t crush your bones beneath my fists so long as you leave in peace. You will leave the Hearthwood whole and intact if I can help it.”

      I felt the world twist and churn around me as I spoke the words, binding me to my promise.

      Tim raised his own hand and spoke an oath of his own. “I swear to help this man’s son to the best of my abilities, healing him as instructed.”

      Satisfied that we could trust each other, at least to the letter of our oaths, we headed into the Chamber of Tranquility.

      The Ancient Tree Temple sorcerers were in the room sitting on a bed nearby. They hopped to their feet as soon as I entered. From the glares on their faces directed at Tim, I could tell that they recognized him. Tim had been very active in expanding the Cult of the Unblinking Eye’s interests before he came to the Hearthwood and had gotten himself imprisoned in The Wanderer.

      “At ease.” I waved them back onto the bed. “Tim is going to undo some mind magic for me.”

      The two sorcerers slowly sat back down, but they didn’t close their eyes. Instead, they kept their gazes glued on Tim, glaring.

      “I remember you two as well.” Tim chuckled. “To think, all it took was a few mind spells to make puppets of the famous sorceress twins of the Ancient Tree Temple. You made excellent puppets for the Cult. I’m sure they’re already missing you.”

      “So, what was this hex called?” Tim asked.

      “The Eternal Nightmare of Endless Death,” Sava answered. She’d studied the curse affecting our son ever since he was struck by it.

      “A bit much, don’t you think?” Tim let out a soft chuckle.

      Neither of us liked to joke, so Sava and I remained silent at Tim’s attempt at levity. Segolas’ cot was already in the center of the room, and there was a set of three chairs positioned around it.

      Each of us sat down at one of them. My eyes went to Sava’s, who was watching Tim.

      “Well, this is one hell of a mess,” Tim snorted as he gazed down at Segolas.

      My son’s eyes were moving behind their lids. He shifted uncomfortably, though his distress was purely mental. Sava had sent him to the Medical Bay no less than a dozen times to check.

      I placed one hand on Sava’s shoulder and another on Segolas’ shoulder.

      “This will all be over soon,” I promised them both. Then I turned my attention inward. “Minerva, you ready to do your thing? I’ll be relying on you for necromancy experience.”

      Minerva spoke to me, comparing notes with Tim. I repeated what she said to him and kept a careful eye on everything Tim was doing with my mind magic. I was a wizard with mind magic these days. Though I didn’t have the skill or experience Tim had with his chosen cultivation art, I understood enough to pay close attention to everything he was doing. Even with a soul oath binding him, my heart didn’t trust Tim. I watched every twitching tendril of magic to ensure he wasn’t daring enough to go against his oath.

      “Alright, so based on what the two of you are saying, the first order of business is to drain this region of the hex of all of its power.” I pointed at a spot just above Segolas’ stomach. To normal sight, there was nothing but his bare chest. But to the profound magical senses of everyone hovering over him, there was a tremendous mass of magic siphoning power from his very being.

      That mass of power was inextricably attached to his soul. Removing it would destroy it. Perhaps a complete soul renewal ability like Melise’s Starfire Crucible would have been able to purge the hex from him, but then Segolas would lose his memories and sense of self from this lifetime. Before this curse, he’d been an immensely talented individual. No one wanted to risk losing that.

      “It sounds like you were on the right track with your last set of potions.” I turned to Sava and smiled. She was wringing her hands nervously. There was nothing much for her to do during this part of the procedure, but I knew better than to tell her to wait outside.

      “Hardly. What you’re doing now is far more delicate than simply draining all the zeal out of him.” Sava’s eyes stayed locked on the mass of magic hovering above Segolas.

      Tim coughed to get my attention. Two amber tendrils shot out of his hands, wiggling like fingers as they pushed and prodded at the roiling mass of magic. Currently, those two tendrils were wrapped around a few channels of power, siphoning energy away from Segolas’ core at the base of his abdomen. They drew in the death zeal to sustain the rest of the hex.

      “I’ll need you to sever both of these, Theo. This hex combines both mind zeal and death zeal, which is a truly devious blend. You’ll need both to cut it, and I don’t have that,” he explained.

      I nodded silently. I readied my mind magic in a simple working of informal magic. I shaped a strand into a knife, and Minerva guided my death zeal to match it. The two blades blended together and sliced through both power conduits like a scalpel.

      “Done.”

      Tim continued to work, and I watched him carefully. Finally, I found Sava’s fingers wrapping around mine as she held tight. She’d shifted her chair closer to mine while I was focused, and now her shoulder pressed up against my side. Her brows were drawn tight with worry, and her knees shook as she pressed her thighs against each other.

      “Next part,” Tim said. “I suspect this mind magic region here came from my deflection spell. If we don’t remove it, the hex will be shielded from our attempts to pull it apart. The designer of this hex must have thought of everything.”

      “There’s quite a story behind it,” I replied. The inventor of the hex had used it to take revenge on a wizard, someone who should have been far beyond her power to even hope to harm.

      When all was said and done, that little hex had not only killed the wizard the inventor hated so badly, but tormented her soul until it eventually expired completely. This hex was designed for an act of complete and thorough revenge, unlike anything I’d seen before. Sava and I would have cured Segolas of it ages ago if it had been anything less than a masterpiece.

      Tim and I continued to work, disassembling the hex on a fundamental level. It fought against us as we worked, battling to stay together. Midway through the process, the hex even tried to jump to Tim.

      He removed a small bundle of power wormed around Tim’s core and tried to force a connection. That would enable it to draw power from him, reinforcing the flagging hex on Segolas’ body and establishing one on Tim.

      Tim’s humanity saved him there. The innate zeal within living human flesh was too tough for the hex to pierce with mind magic, which was a weak and flimsy zeal. As a sorcerer, that bit of time was all Tim needed to release a huge burst of mind zeal to completely overwhelm the hex and tear it to shreds with ruthless viciousness.

      “Close one,” I said.

      “It won’t happen again,” Tim growled. “I’m nearly done with all I can do. The core of the hex is made of death zeal. Only your son knows how it works.”

      The little bits clinging to Segolas got thinner and sparser, and soon there was nothing but the very heart of the hex itself.

      “Wait outside in case we need you again.” I turned to the door. The person I wanted to take Tim’s place was standing just outside the door, listening quietly as we worked. “Xoreda, come in. If you know anything about the hex, I want you to walk me through it.”

      Xoreda entered with a grimace on her face, eyes studying her limp apprentice on the bed before me as I worked.

      “I don’t know much. I found the book Segolas learned the hex from. It was from a part of my private collection he wasn’t supposed to have access to. I learned everything he could have learned, but there are still pieces missing,” Xoreda explained as she took Tim’s seat.

      “What do you mean? Segolas filled in the blanks himself?”

      Xoreda nodded. “I didn’t call your son a genius for nothing. He knew death zeal like other people knew how to walk. It just came naturally to him.”

      “Minerva?”

      [Ever since you told me about your son, I’ve been thinking it over. I have a few ideas.]

      I chatted with Xoreda about death zeal theory by repeating what Minerva was saying to me. Xoreda’s look of amazed shock was amusing as I spoke of her craft like an ancient expert from one of the lost golden ages.

      “Yes, I think that’s the best approach.” Xoreda ran her fingers through her hair, leaning closer to me than she had before I’d revealed my knowledge of necromancy. She had a faint flush on her cheeks as she spoke. “This here is the central nexus that is equivalent to a dantian core in an undead. Here, it’s the core of a spell. Segolas must have constructed the hex like he was summoning an undead. It’s an incredibly elegant solution...”

      [Then I will begin the reverse summoning. Order her to assist.] Death zeal shifted within me as Minerva worked.

      “Help me cast a reverse summoning.”

      I held my hands over Segolas, though Minerva did all the work. I merely scanned him up and down with my mind and earth magic as I watched for any abnormal reactions from the hex.

      It fizzled, crackling and popping like kernels over a fire. It didn’t want to die, but I felt a massive surge of power from Minerva. A matching one came from Xoreda across from me.

      Slowly and reluctantly, the core of the hex withered away like a grape drying in the sun. In moments, all that was left was a tiny shriveled shard.

      That little shard materialized, becoming more than magic as it dropped down onto Segolas’ chest.

      I reached down to pick up what had fallen to find a tiny circular ring of bone, carved with a number of symbols not even I recognized.

      “Of course!” Xoreda’s eyes widened. “He used his own blood and bones as the catalyst. He could do that because he’s part Chaka. Otherwise, the backlash from the spell would have killed him.”

      “It nearly did kill him,” I said as I plucked a thin leather string from a spare pouch around Sava’s waist. I wound it through the bone loop and tied it around Segolas’ neck. “Hopefully, this will be a reminder to keep him from trying anything like that ever again.”

      “W-will he wake up now?” Sava asked hopefully.

      “Yes and no,” I replied. “We removed the hex, but his mind and body are still heavily damaged. Anywhere else, and this would be permanent. But this Chamber of Tranquility reverses impossible mental strain all the time. I suspect a few weeks of sleeping here would have him well right away.”

      “But a healing potion would help fix him sooner?” Sava asked. “He’s wounded, so it should work, right?”

      I shrugged. “It won’t hurt.”

      Sava didn’t need to be asked twice. She reached into the pouch at her waist and withdrew a slender green vial, which she tipped into Segolas’ mouth.

      Segolas’ brows curled inward as he finished the last of the vial, and he let out a short, sputtering gasp. I took a step closer as I realized my long-anticipated reunion with my son was happening in just a few moments. Nervousness crept into my heart. The last time we’d spoken, we hadn’t been on the best of terms.

      “Son?” I said.

      “M-mother... Father...” Segolas sputtered, eyes slowly opening into small, tear-filled cracks.

      “Oh, Segolas! It’s going to be alright.” Sava embraced her child, and I knelt beside her bed as she whispered comforting words into our son’s ear.

      “Father... thank you,” Segolas said, cloaked beneath his mother’s arms.

      I shook my head. “Thank your mother. She would have gotten you cured even if I’d sat on my hands and done nothing.”

      But Segolas shook his own head in a gesture identical to my own. His expression reminded me of myself in my teens. The only difference between the two of us was his slightly pointed ears and the fact that his messy mop of hair was the green of summer grass.

      “Not for that. I know you had this room built. I know you came to visit me as often as possible,” Segolas said. “You didn’t have to do that.”

      A smile crept up the corners of my lips. “Yes, I did. Now, rest, son. You’ve got to recover.”

      “And once you’re done, we have a lot of training!” Xoreda added. “You missed out on an entire year of study.”

      “I understand.” Segolas leaned back into Sava’s arms, holding him tightly and rocking him back and forth with tears streaming down her cheeks.

      “Let’s let Segolas stay with his mother for a while.” Xoreda and I stood and left the room. Tim was still waiting outside, as instructed. I half-expected him to take off on me as he was, though that would still leave him bound to the oath he’d sworn.

      “So it’s done. My half of the bargain is complete.” Tim’s eyes bored into mine. “I suppose it’s too much to ask to have all my stuff back?”

      I glowered at him. “Yes, you’re done here. And no, you’re not getting back the tools you used to nearly destroy my clan.”

      “It was worth a try, though my boss will be very angry to hear you took that watch from us. The Cult of the Unblinking Eye acquired it at great expense.”

      “I’m already very angry with him, so this makes us even.” I held up my wrist and displayed the watch Tim wanted. It was capable of predicting harm in the near-term future. Now that I had a steady supply of fate crystals from the Fateweaver Society, it would be exponentially more valuable. I definitely wasn’t returning it to Tim.

      “What about just my hand? I could really use that back.” Tim held up his withered new hand that had taken the place of the one that he’d lost. It was functional but clearly nowhere near as powerful as his old limb had been. It would probably take months of training and resources to get the new limb functional.

      “Sorry, we already used it.” I shrugged. There probably wasn’t anything left of the hand.

      Tim waited for me to make the slightest move against him. He was a sorcerer, and I was surprised to see just how on edge he was against me.

      “One of my daughters will pack you some supplies for the road.” I headed to the Drafter’s Study, where I knew Argona would be working.

      Given her contributions to the Hearthwood Clan from her many inventions and constant enchantment work, she had a palatial suite in the castle more luxurious than that of a true mage living in the capital of Deania. She’d been in the place a mere handful of times since I gifted it to her, choosing instead to live inside the Drafter’s Study so she could be that much closer to her work and passion.

      “Argona, I’m looking for a few travel supplies for our guests,” I announced as I knocked on the door.

      Argona pointed and waved. All without looking up from the fingernail-sized tablet she was enchanting. The lenses she had over her eyes made them look huge as they were furrowed in concentration over her workbench.

      “Mac told me what you needed. It’s all in the bag over there. One of the Whitewood servants added food and other necessities to it,” she said.

      “Perfect.” I tossed the bag to Tim, and he reached into it to find a flying sword. He happily took that out and mounted it.

      “A word of advice, Theo,” Tim said as he prepared to depart. “Don’t forget where you come from. Someday, I will find my way back home. All of this should be nothing more than a dream before that goal. My real family is waiting for me there.”

      I laid a hand around Argona’s shoulders. “This is my real family, Tim.”

      Tim snorted, rolled his eyes a little, then activated the flying sword beneath him and took off, soaring into the sky.

      I waited with Argona for a while until Mac reported in with the scanner.

      [Tim is now beyond any recorded range of sorcerer-level senses.]

      “Perfect.” I turned to my daughter. “You fit everything in there?”

      “Everything and more. Each of those devices has hidden tracking and spy enchantments. Better, after a few hours of use, the enchantments will transfer themselves over to the clothes he’s wearing.”

      I smiled in approval. Knowing Tim’s tastes, the first thing he was likely to do was to change into something fresh and get himself cleaned up. He’d probably discard the flying sword and travel supplies we’d given him then, but at that point, Argona’s listening enchantment would have already gotten the better of him.

      With any luck, we’d know exactly what Tim was doing and where he was going for the next few weeks. Mac would be monitoring everything, and at the end of the day, we’d have a decent idea of the cult’s contacts and assets in the region.

      If we were really lucky, we’d be able to pick Tim back up before he got home and lock him right back away again, but I wasn’t counting on that, but if the right opportunity struck, I wouldn’t mind chasing him down. For now, though, the information he could get me was more valuable than he was. When Sam and Dean were back and at full strength, one more sorcerer would be inconsequential in the Cult of the Unblinking Eye’s arsenal. At that point, I would hopefully be strong enough to help out too, and the three of us could deal with the cult together.

      But to make that happen, I would need to get Sam and Dean back. To that end, I headed to the library to see Sam one more time. My affairs were in order. It was time to rescue my friends.
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      Sam was in the Hearthwood’s library, as usual. He’d promised to look at Segolas himself later to see if he could improve upon our healing job, but the Chamber of Tranquility would have Segolas whole and healthy again soon enough that he likely wouldn’t need to do anything.

      He’d been holed away in here ever since he recovered most of his soul. From what he’d said to me about the process, he was content to spend the next few decades hiding if that was what it took to recover his power. Apparently, this wasn’t the first time he’d lost a portion of his cultivation. In such events, the standard procedure for both elves and humans was to hide until they were fully recovered. Even Tim could give Sam a hard time in his current state, though Sam no doubt had a few tricks that would keep any ordinary sorcerer from taking him down.

      The person I hadn’t expected to see in the library was Tivana. While she was no stranger to the written word, books and quills usually meant work for her. Not pleasure.

      Her long silvery hair looked rather lovely against the outline of the leather-clad books behind her. She was taller and broader than an average elf thanks to her grandfather’s human genes, but she was still slight of frame to me.

      Despite my admiration of the sight of her, she wasn’t trying to look sexy at the moment. Instead, she was hunched over a desk, leaning on her palms with a scowl on her face. Just moments ago, she and Sam had been discussing something rather heated. From their tone, they were having a tough time agreeing about something.

      “Theo!” Sam said with a wave from his chair. He was the first to notice me outside the door and beckoned me. “I was just having a conversation with Tivana here, Dean’s granddaughter.” Sam waggled his eyebrows at me. “Just wait until he hears what you’ve been up to with the sweet little girl Dean didn’t even know he had. I can’t wait to see the look on his face.”

      “Actually, I’m older than Theo by a few years.” Tivana huffed.

      “Unless you count the four hundred years he was in stasis.” Sam grinned.

      “My grandfather has been absent my entire life. I have great respect for him, but he has no say in who I like or don’t like.” A heated flush covered Tivana’s cheeks.

      “Is this what the two of you have been arguing about?” I raised an eyebrow. “Whether Dean will be mad that me and his granddaughter got together?"

      “You have to admit that it’s a little odd,” Sam said. “But then again, with all the time travel stuff I do, it isn’t that strange. In the primordial realm, I actually ran into one of my own distant descendants. Good thing she told me her family line. Otherwise, I would have made a mistake I would have come to regret!” Sam chuckled to himself.

      “I’m sure you’ve got plenty of stories to tell me." I let out a brief chuckle before shooting straight for the heart of the matter I'd come to discuss. Sam wasn't avoiding the subject this time. "But you can tell those tales when Dean’s here too. I’m ready to go after you guys. Where are you, and how do I get you out of whatever mess you’ve gotten yourselves into?”

      Sam and Tivana looked at each other. I’d seen the gesture before, once in the tunnels. The two of them had talked about this already.

      I knew it. The only question was who was arguing for what.

      “Alright, so tell me the truth now,” I said as I turned to Sam. “You and Tivana were working on getting that artifact you and Dean constructed to get to wherever you guys are stuck right now. What do you need to get it operational? Some exotic crystal that I need to go on a quest for? A magic ore that must be refined in the heart of a magical volcano? What?”

      Tivana looked at the ground beneath her heels, unwilling to look me in the eye.

      Sam ran a hand along the back of his head, grinning sheepishly. “Well, Theo, this is a very complicated device. It might take Tivana and me a few years to get it safely operational. I think you should just cultivate a while longer. With the resources you have aboard this fancy ship of yours, you should be a sorcerer in no time. Your best move would be to take things slow and play it safe. Dean and I have survived this long, and we’re not in immediate danger. We’ll survive a while longer without your help.”

      Sam’s eyes met mine, and I sensed more of the story. He wasn’t telling me something, but getting secrets out of Sam was a task I wasn’t sure I was up to these days. In ages past, Dean and I could feed him a little wine, and he’d be spilling everything he knew, but I doubted I had enough alcohol in the Hearthwood to get him truly drunk.

      Fortunately, there was a weak link here.

      “Tivana? Do you have anything to add to that?” I asked.

      She refused to meet my gaze.

      “I know you’re hiding something, Tivana.”

      I placed a hand on the back of her head and another under her chin. Then I tilted her face up to force her eyes to meet mine.

      “I... uh... I...” Tivana stuttered.

      I tickled her under the chin.

      “Okay! I’ll talk!” Tivana yelped. She glanced around the room as though afraid others had seen her break composure. “The gate is working! It was never broken in the first place! We just don’t want you using it.”

      “That’s the secret you and Sam have been hiding from me?” I glanced at Sam, who had a palm over his forehead.

      “Yeah, that’s what we didn’t want to tell you,” Sam sighed. “Honestly, I thought not telling him was the one thing we agreed on!”

      “Sorry...” Tivana muttered.

      I placed a hand on top of her head. “Don’t worry. I made you do it.” Then I turned to Sam. “So tell me, why didn’t you two want me to know that the gate is operational?”

      “We didn’t want you running off on your own,” Sam answered. “The place Dean and I are in is a strange, extradimensional place called the Primordial World. There are dangers you can scarcely imagine there. Dean and I didn’t even consider going until we were sorcerers. And we didn’t go truly exploring until we were already demigods. And look where that got us? Trapped! The last thing we need is you getting trapped too.”

      “I’m strong enough to defeat sorcerers,” I protested. “I’m a wizard twice over, and my World Titan Fiendbody makes me practically unkillable.”

      “You don’t know the Primordial Realm. There are things that can bend reality as easily as you might use earth zeal. There are countless dangers. Wizards are liable to die from the wild plants alone. The place where we connected to the gate isn’t exactly safe for anyone below the sorcerer realm. The royal family and the Fateweaver society have both sent people off looking for Dean and me, and none of them have ever returned.”

      “I won’t get stuck in another dimension,” I promised.

      “You don’t know that.”

      “Actually, I do.” I opened up my Pocket World passage in the library. “Last time I fought a Timeweaver, it pulled me into some strange place between worlds. I thought I was going to be stuck there unless I forced it to send me home, but I actually had a way back with me all along. All I had to do was open this passage up, and I could come right back to The Wanderer, and through it, back to the Hearthwood.”

      “That’s... actually really useful,” Sam considered, running his hands across his chin. “It would certainly make trips home a lot easier.”

      “Then it’s settled! I’ll pop into this other dimension, pick you guys up, and bring you right here back to the Hearthwood.”

      Sam was already shaking his head. “We’ll definitely bring you with us during our next trip to the Primordial World. But not this time. We only just got you back, Theo. We’re not going to risk losing you.”

      “Please, Theo.” Tivana grabbed my hand. “We knew you’d want to go. That’s why we didn’t tell you right away. I’ve heard stories of countless talented sorcerers heading into the Primordial World’s dimension and never returning. I could lose you.”

      My expression softened as I pulled Tivana closer. “I promise I won’t go looking for trouble,”

      Sam crossed his arms. “The point is moot, Theo. Tivana and I are putting our feet down.” He glanced at Tivana clinging to my side. “Well, I am, at any rate. We’re not going to tell you where my other body and Dean are. Not unless you reach the sorcerer realm first. If you go without me as a guide, your trip to the Primordial World will be far more dangerous and far less productive. You’re better off waiting until both me and you are back at full strength. If I’m taking you to the Primordial World, we’re doing this smart or not at all.”

      “Okay,” I replied as I ran my hand down Tivana’s back.

      She looked up at me in surprise. “Wait... what? You mean you aren’t going to go charging off to rescue your friends despite the risks?”

      “I’m not stupid, Tivana. I have you and everyone else I care about to protect. If you guys say it’s too dangerous for me to go now, then I won’t go now. I’ll wait until I’m a sorcerer. It’s only a matter of time.”

      Tivana leaned her head against me. “Just don’t push too hard. Countless elves have spent their lives at the peak of the wizard realm, desperate to become sorcerers, but never making the cut. You know Amisra? She’s been stuck at the peak of the wizard realm for hundreds of years. If it were easy to break through, she would have done it long ago.”

      “I know there will be work involved. I’m prepared to toil for weeks or even months if I need to.”

      Tivana smiled and shook her head. “Years, Theo. You should be prepared for this step to take centuries. I know you’ve cultivated as far as you have in the blink of an eye, but this is different.”

      “Listen to the lady, Theo,” Sam said. “Reaching the sorcerer realm took me decades of work. I suspect that I’ll be as whole as I’m going to get with only this part of my soul long before you reach the sorcerer realm and are ready for this trip. I’m just worried you won’t have the patience for that. Wait.”

      I smiled at both of them. “Don’t you two worry. I don’t plan to sneak off to this hidden extra pocket dimension. With the Trans-Reality Oculus, we can spot any Timeweaver Spider invasions long before they happen, and it seems like the spiders have given up on this world. We’re safe, so there’s no pressure on me to move quickly.”

      “When that time comes, I’ll come to the Primordial World right alongside you,” Tivana promised.

      “Well... good.” Sam shrugged. “I must say, you’ve matured a lot in this past year. Back when I knew you, you definitely would have charged off all headstrong and angry.”

      “Back when you knew me, I didn’t have much to lose. Now...” I gestured to the room around me and the city beyond its walls. “...now I have all this to lose. But in the future, I expect the two of you to keep no more secrets from me under my roof. I appreciate the two of you trying to protect me, but whether or not to go is my decision to make. While I will now and always welcome your counsel, I decide my own fate.”

      “Understood, Theo,” Tivana’s lips curled up in a smile.

      Sam got up from his seat, wobbling unnaturally as he did so. He still hadn’t quite fixed the bones in the new body he was wearing.

      “Sorry, Theo. I should have had more faith in you.”
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        * * *

      

      I left with Tivana hanging by my side while Sam headed to check on Segolas. He already warned me he wouldn’t be able to do much, but no one would refuse a doctor’s appointment from a demigod. People at his cultivation level had forgotten more about zeal than most others would ever know.

      “You know,” I said to Tivana with my arm still wrapped around her waist. “The last time one of my women did something I didn’t like, I gave her a few long hard smacks on her bottom. In fact, now that I think about it, I think I’ve punished every one of my women except for you.”

      Tivana’s face flushed. “Is that what I am now? Your woman?” The heated look on her face told me she was rather fond of how it rolled off her lips so easily.

      I cupped the cheeks of her ass in one hand, pulling her possessively close. “Yes. Now and forever.” I gave her ass a squeeze. “And don’t you forget it!”

      Tivana giggled. The action from the normally cold princess would have left most of Deania’s nobility speechless and confused. Some might even think she’d been replaced by an imposter. But I knew beneath all the royal etiquette and the high expectations everyone placed on her, Tivana was a fun-loving, playful girl.

      “Well, if I’m your woman, doesn’t that make you my man?” She wrapped her hand around my waist, pulling me tighter and squeezing just as I had hers. “I’m the sorcerer in this relationship. And I’m the only one of us who’s royalty. So maybe I should teach you a lesson for having such lecherous desires. Wanting to spank your princess is probably a crime somewhere!”

      “Ha!” I laughed. “Just try it. And if loving you is a crime, then I’m more criminal than you can handle!”

      I planted a kiss on Tivana’s cheek and was about to do more when a cough divided my attention.

      “Ahem. Ah... Father...” Comela began. She’d entered the door and promptly turned herself around. Now, she was facing the wall as I gripped Tivana in such a way that suggested she might have a few sisters of royal blood if the two of us were left to our own devices.

      “Yes, Comela?” I cleared my throat as I let go of Tivana’s waist. Truthfully, I was a bit embarrassed Comela had been able to sneak up on us. Ordinarily, a true mage wouldn’t have a chance at sneaking by my senses, but I’d gotten a bit too focused on the woman in my arms. From the look on Tivana’s face, she hadn’t noticed Comela’s entrance, either.

      “I just wanted to let you know that the Hearthwood’s scouts have reported that the Shadowblade Beasts are on the move. They’re on a direct course for the city’s main gates.”

      “How many?” I asked.

      “From the looks of things? All of them.”

      “Shoot.” I gave Tivana one small peck on the cheek. “We’ll pick this up later.”

      Then I turned to Comela, got dressed for battle, and headed for the gates.
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        * * *

      

      The Shadowblade Beasts arrived moments after I did. I was on edge as they approached. I gave them their soul fragments back. What more could they want?

      A massive roar echoed out from my left side as Comela ushered the Wyvern Queen beneath her heels to sit still. I wasn’t sure what my daughter had been feeding that thing, but it looked like it was twice the size it had been when I first subdued it. The monster was well into the true mage ranks by now and was stronger than even Comela herself. I would have been worried about that if not for the mental effects of the Monster Dens and the techniques of the Claw Tamer tribe making the monster docile enough for my daughter to handle.

      From the admiring looks of the soldiers shielded by the Wyvern Queen’s wings, quite a few of my young soldiers were looking up at Comela with expressions of awe and inspiration. If that beast ever put out a few wings of its own, I was certain Comela would have plenty of volunteers for the Hearthwood’s wyvern corps.

      Across from us, and the reason for the Wyvern Queen’s earlier unrest, was the Shadowblade Beasts. They approached like silent predators stalking through the woods. Most of them seemed like giant cats, only their mouths were more shark-like than feline. Their tails, too, were strange, coming to many iron-tipped points based on the monster’s individual cultivation level. Figuring out which of them were as strong as a true mage, wizard, or even sorcerer was as easy as looking for three, four, or five tails.

      In total, there were nearly thirty Shadowblade Beasts. Most were only of the three-tailed variety, but there were more four-tailed ones than I expected. The only true threat to me was their sorcerer leader, and it led the pack, looking tiny compared to its weaker relatives. It had long since shifted its form to be more humanoid and, in doing so, had gained far greater power and mastery over zeal.

      “Humaaaan....” the Shadowblade Beast hissed as its kin loomed over it like great malevolent shadows. “We... accept...”

      For a moment, I was surprised. Then a smile crept up my cheeks.

      “Mac, begin the construction of some extra-large monster dens,” I announced. “And you all can stay right where you are. I want to introduce you to some members of the Claw Tamer tribe.”

      The Claw Tamer tribe had originally been what passed for a dominant force in the Hearthwood, back before my arrival and where I unified the various warring tribes.

      They’d originally been the largest rival for the Crimson Dragon Clan before Matriarch Red Serpent’s ascension to the true mage realm. After her ascension, Red Serpent decimated the Claw Tamer tribe, slaughtering most of their people and selling the rest into slavery.

      A few scattered members of their tribe had come to me on their knees, pledging their allegiance and their undying loyalty if I could protect them and rescue their lost people.

      Over the past few months, I’d cast the long arm of the Hearthwood Clan’s influence far and wide to buy up any wisp or living member of the Claw Tamer tribe unjustly sold into slavery and had them brought back here to the Hearthwood to rejoin their kin. Meanwhile, many of the wisps wandering the forest had already rematerialized, and the Claw Tamer tribe spotted old members reincarnated into new lives and bodies working the streets of the Hearthwood every day.

      Many would say my promise to restore their tribe was already fulfilled. The Claw Tamer tribe had been restored and rebuilt. The cultivation levels of each and every member were higher than they’d been before the fall of their tribe. Many of their elders were mage acolytes again, and I wouldn’t be surprised if some of those I rescued were on the verge of true mage. I’d given them monsters to work with far beyond anything they’d ever had in the past.

      But I still wasn’t satisfied. I’d restored the Claw Tamer tribe, but to truly satisfy my promise, I wanted to make their tribe better than any of them had ever dreamed it would become. Only then would I prove that joining the Hearthwood Clan had been without a doubt the right decision for them.

      Today was the day I would make that happen.
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        * * *

      

      The sixth layer of zeal accumulation was an amount of power you’d find in most minor residents of the Hearthwood. Alchemy assistants, shopkeepers, and fresh recruits were all somewhere around there. That was all due to the massive enhancements in resources and raw zeal available to cultivate with. Opening the nexus seals in the area had turned the Hearthwood from a practically barren region for cultivation to one of the lushest paradises of the area.

      The food provided by the Hydroponic Farm and the opportunities presented by the Training Grounds and other public buildings, along with the Hearthwood Clan’s skill libraries, meant that opportunities abounded for anyone willing to work for me and contribute. Simply put, everyone who would have struggled to reach the sixth layer of zeal accumulation before would now find themselves rocketing to mage acolyte and higher with the same level of work and tireless dedication.

      Suzzu Calbird was no exception.

      She was the leader of the Claw Tamer tribe when I’d met them. She hadn’t been much of a leader at the time, though. She’d merely been at the sixth layer of zeal accumulation when she’d pledged her loyalty to my clan, though that relatively weak level of cultivation still placed her as the strongest member of her clan.

      Had she progressed no further, she would have had great difficulty keeping her position now that it was so easy to cultivate to the sixth layer of zeal accumulation. But Suzzu was a diligent worker. Thinking back, I could only remember seeing her once or twice outside of the monster dens. She’d worked tirelessly at Mac’s direction to uplift her clan, and that work had granted her many rewards.

      The Claw Tamer tribe’s beasts of burden now pulled carts across Deania and went wherever the Hearthwood’s budding train system couldn’t take people. Their tamed livestock produced food and other valuable commodities for many flourishing businesses here in the Hearthwood. And their battle beasts were rapidly creating a new division of the Hearthwood’s army. A lot of the transformation the Hearthwood had undergone in this past year was due to the Claw Tamer tribe and Suzzu herself keeping them organized.

      Now, she stood by my side. She wasn’t quite a true mage, but she wasn’t far from it.

      Suzuu Calbird (Level 19, Late Mage Acolyte)

      “So you’re saying that these guys want to form bonds with us?” Suzzu asked me. She rubbed her hands together, pinching herself as though to make sure she wasn’t dreaming. “Especially that sorcerer-realm one in the front. Are you really sure about this?”

      “Their leader has given me their word that their kin will behave.”

      Suzzu seemed eager to begin, so I left her in charge of this process. She and Mac worked together to design new Monster Dens for the Shadowblade Beasts. The dungeon was the natural place to put these powerful monsters, many of whom were approaching sentience on the level of their leader.

      Suzzu shared her plans with me to tame the wild aspects of the Shadowblade Beasts away. They’d never be subservient beasts of burden like the raptors had become, but they could become loyal companions. In battle, a group of elves riding Shadowblade Beasts would be a deadly force. Even at the true mage level, Shadowblade Beasts had iron tails that could easily assassinate all but the most skilled elven true mages in a single strike. One rider could easily dominate an entire region. With a handful of them, a few true mages who could ride them would be all that was needed to maintain order in all the Hearthwood Clan’s territories.

      From the reports Comela had been sending me, many of our holdings were under the iron-fisted rule of a few corrupt petty true mages, much like Matriarch Red Serpent had tried to control the Hearthwood. I would enjoy seeing my children ride these Shadowblade Beasts over to their country manors to put those elves in their place and install a proper and fair local government for all the elves under our protection.
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      Days turned to weeks, then to months. The Claw Tamer tribe had the Shadowblade Beasts well in hand, and after a bumpy start, the elves and monsters soon came to understand and respect each other. Suzzu, in particular, had a deft hand with them, and she would fearlessly pat even the sorcerer-realm beast on the head and hand out treats.

      The Claw Tamer tribe cultivated a unique combination aspect of zeal that came from powerful monsters, and now that they had such powerful sources of zeal, their cultivation levels rocked through the ranks clan-wide. It wasn’t long before I received word of Suzzu’s successful breakthrough to true mage, and I sent her a basket of true mage potions as a reward, brewed by Mayatania’s own hand.

      The elven alchemist working under Sava had also grown stronger thanks to Sava’s help. She was still a step behind all my women, but she’d proven herself an admirable and faithful subordinate to Sava. Sava had taken quite a liking to the true mage as an assistant, even insisting she swear off all other men so she could become like the Whitewood Clan and dedicate herself fully to me.

      At this point, I was fairly certain I already had more women than I could handle, but I wasn’t about to complain about an issue so minor. Mayatania was a hardworking girl. I would have hated to hurt her feelings by refusing her. So when Sava brought her to my bedside to assist with Sava’s usual vitality collection episodes, I was more than fine with her holding the vial and even joining in when Sava gave her a chance.

      As these months passed, I continued to cultivate, using the cultivation hints provided by The Wanderer whenever possible. I was only one flash of insight away from becoming a sorcerer. Then it would be safe to chase after Sam and Dean. Only that moment of insight wasn’t coming to me.

      Enlightenment hint available. Consume?

      “Come on, come on... last one for another two weeks...” I muttered. The last six of these I used had gone to waste. I was determined to have this one be what broke me through to the sorcerer realm.

      Sam and Tivana had both told me what I needed to do. Becoming a sorcerer with spirit cultivation meant laying a foundation for something greater than my physical body. It meant anchoring my soul to an important weapon or place. I thought about using Spell Eater as this hint washed over me. The weapon and its previous incarnations had served me well over the years. I focused on it as I used the enlightenment hint.

      I let the enlightenment hint’s power flow over me.

      There was a taste on the tip of my tongue, not quite explainable. Savory and whole, like something waited to be completed. A sensation overcame me like a puzzle fitting together. I held my breath, trying to ingrain the feeling in my mind.

      And then the feeling abruptly faded, spilling out of me like water out of a barrel with a missing bottom.

      I sighed as this one slipped away from me like all the others. Was this really going to take decades of work, like Tivana said? She’d done it faster, but she insisted that was because her path had been tread before by Dean, and she was just following in his footsteps. The work I did now would make it far easier for someone like one of my children with the right gifts and enough dedication to learn the same powers I had.

      But carving a path was always harder than treading one that was already carved. And making your own way instead of following in the footsteps of another often left one far stronger than others at their level.

      I had promised Sam and Tivana that I would wait until the sorcerer realm, and I was going to keep that promise. But my patience was wearing thin. I had truly thought I’d be done by now.

      By all rights, I should have been perfectly at peace. I had a wonderful life here in the Hearthwood, filled with loving women and adoring children.

      Maybe it was all the easy and peaceful living. Now that the pressing need to cultivate or watch me and everyone I cared about be slaughtered was gone, I'd lost a lot of that urgency I'd had. While I was still making progress, it was slow and lackadaisical. Perhaps the most ambitious and power-hungry part of me had been torn away when I formed that Earth elemental clone. Some days it certainly felt like I was missing something.

      So, with great resignation in my voice and a heaving sigh, I headed out onto the town. Maybe I’d pay another visit to Argona today. Or I could check on how Comela’s swordsmanship training was going. A brief trip to the new Rakaren Queendom was in order as well. I wanted to see how the new regime under the control of my daughter was faring. Moonbow and Bluefield cities were both also undergoing repairs and might need my supervision.

      So, despite my stymied cultivation progress, there was no shortage of stuff to do. In the few gaps between work, I even threw myself into refining my nuclear reactor. I built three more of them deep beneath the earth, and each one was bigger than the last. They were close to generating a hundred points a day for me.

      It still wasn’t much compared to killing monsters, but this passive trickle of points required nothing at all on my end. Eventually, I would have to replenish the fuel rods, but Mac could reprocess what was already there several times over. It would be a few decades at least before I’d need to do any maintenance myself. Longer on my larger, more recent models.

      Perhaps I should bring electricity to the elves in Hearthwood City? I’d already brought power into the Castle, and Sam had gotten a few lightbulbs blown and working in short order. In the end, though, magic was still more convenient to the Hearthwood's residents, so electricity didn’t really catch on.

      [Theo...] Mac began, interrupting my musings as I decided where I was headed for the day.

      My mind leaped to attention. “What’s the matter, Mac? More notes for the next-generation nuclear reactor?”

      [Not quite. I’m picking something odd up on the scanner.]

      My heart quickened at that news. Was that... excitement I felt?

      “Any ideas?” I asked, already grabbing, pulling my jade armor from my Dimensional Storage and putting it on. Spell Eater was in my hands in short order, and my vastly improved flying sword was in my other hand. Argona and I had spent the last week on the project using one of the sorcerer-level items I’d gotten in my recent conquests. It was ten times as fast as my old flying sword and twice as maneuverable. It still wasn’t as fast as traveling through a ley line for me, but I’d be able to scan my surroundings better from the air.

      By the time Mac replied, I was already clearing the massive trees above the city and scanning the forest below.

      [It’s a single entity. It is surprisingly powerful, though, and it has a tremendous affinity for earth zeal.]

      “What cultivation level?”

      [My readings suggest it is only a wizard. But don’t let that fool you. Despite the stage of its power, its actual capabilities are far higher than that cultivation level might suggest. It also has some truly tremendous physical prowess.]

      “So it’s like me?”

      Mac was silent for a moment before replying. [Suspiciously like you. In fact, I thought this was you. The behavior and energy patterns were incredibly similar. You’re the only wizard who’s ever shown up this strongly to the scanner. Only when I noticed you were still inside The Wanderer did I realize we might have an intruder.]

      “A powerful body and earth magic almost identical to mine...” I muttered to myself. Could it be what I thought it was?

      Back when I was ambushed by the Cult of the Unblinking Eye over in the Auquiallian Isles, I had needed to resort to one of my new abilities, Elemental Incarnation, which I had gained as a result of my earth magic cultivation. That had been more than my enemies were prepared to handle. But it was also more than I was prepared to handle too, especially when sinking into a ley line combined me with the earth itself. When my consciousness merged with the ground beneath me, I felt like I was one with the island’s volcano.

      The chaotic mass of energy within could only be tamed by my World Titan Fiendbody, which had merged with the earth just as I had. I won the battle, but my consciousness was nearly swallowed up by the entity I created with my spell. The elemental and I were one and the same for a time. I only recovered my senses when my family appeared before me, pleading for me to return. I tore my way free of the elemental I’d joined with, and it had fled into a nearby ley line.

      I had thought it was gone for good, but now it was here.

      Why? What did it want?

      The answer came to me not long after. What would I want if I had all my memories but wasn’t really me?

      I would want my life back. I’d want my home, interdimensional ship, and family back. I wasn’t sure how many of my own memories and desires survived the elemental’s transformation into a monster, but some traces of me must still remain inside of him for him to remember what the Hearthwood meant to him.

      [It is just below the tree line ahead of you. Continue flying west...]

      “I see him, Mac.”

      My vision, sharper than the keenest eagle, soon picked out a disturbance among the trees. The elemental incarnation was pounding on something beyond sight and touch. I saw a spiderweb of cracks trailing through the air reaching above the heights of the trees.

      “What is he doing?”

      [From the looks of it, he has found a location where the Hearthwood intersects with the Devilbeast Wilds. It would appear that he’s trying to break through.]

      “Well, whatever he’s doing, he should know that this spot is taken.”

      I pulled my flying sword into my Dimensional Storage, then crossed my arms and let myself fall like a rock.

      I descended downward and crashed into the earth just behind the elemental incarnation. My landing kicked up a cloud of stone and dust like that of a falling meteor, but a sweep of my hand commanded it all to fall back to the earth.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked, brooking no argument in my tone.

      Before me stood a being of stone roughly five times taller than I was. His proportions were rougher and blockier but clearly sketched in my image. His fists were curled into lumps the size of wrecking balls, and he hammered on the growing cracks in space in steady even thumps. The elemental ignored me as he continued to work.

      “Can you hear me?” I asked.

      The elemental ignored me again. The cracks spread wider, growing deeper. The dimensional barrier was already weak because of all the nexus seals I’d opened. Any wound made wouldn’t heal anywhere near as fast as it would have in the past, and the sheer size of this opening meant it would be easy for huge, terrifying creatures to break through from the Devilbeast Wilds and run rampant over the Hearthwood.

      That couldn’t be allowed to happen. There were sorcerer-level monsters in that pocket world. Even with Dean’s orb granting me a leash over them, I wasn’t naive enough to think that I could handle an entire horde of them all at once.

      So I grabbed a large ankle made out of rock, tearing the elemental’s feet out from under him. Despite the difference in size, I was more than strong enough to knock this monster off his feet.

      “Now, we’re going to talk about finding you somewhere else to live. Whatever your memories may say, this forest and its people are mine. Not yours.” I looked into the elemental’s face as I spoke. The shape of his jaw resembled my own. I thought I’d seen the gleam of intelligence in his eyes, but perhaps I was mistaken?

      “No.” The elemental finally spoke. His voice was like slabs of granite grinding against each other, rough and harsh to the ear.

      A massive stone foot shot out at my chest, knocking me backward. I flew back, shattering one of the massive trees of the Hearthwood behind me. Wood turned to chips and dust as I shattered branches and trunks.

      I twisted, landing feet first and cutting deep tracks into the ground to catch my fall.

      As soon as I was out of the way, the elemental got back to his feet and continued to hammer at the tree.

      “I see how it is. If you want a fight, I’ll give you a fight.”

      I licked my lips to find the taste of a few drops of blood in my mouth. Maybe I was falling out of practice from all this easy living.

      Elemental Incarnation of Theo, Patriarch of the Hearthwood Clan (Late Wizard, level 39)

      His earth magic was on the same level as I was, but that hadn’t been earth magic that kicked me in the chest. That had been the World Titan Fiendbody. From the power in that blow and the strength he was exhibiting in each of his punches, he might even have cultivated that art a little higher than I had. Whatever had been holding my cultivation back hadn't stopped this thing in the least. Even without The Wanderer, Sam, and all the cultivation supplies of the Hearthwood, this thing had gotten ahead of me. Just what had he been doing since we separated? I felt a bit envious. Now I knew how all the ancient elven matriarchs with decades of practice felt when I outshined them.

      But that was alright because I had plenty of tricks it didn’t. Starting with mind magic.

      I used Parallel Thought and released a hundred Sword Storm blades from my inventory. I’d been practicing recently and made significant gains in how many I could control. Now, my flying projectiles could shade the sky when I fought.

      All hundred Sword Storm blades flew around me in a hurricane of swirling death. As one, I pushed my hands forward, and they swept towards the elemental incarnation standing before me, glinting in the light as they flew.

      But as I used this secret weapon of mine, my elemental incarnation prepared an attack of his own.

      Earth rose from the ground, spinning and twisting around him. Lumps of dirt and clay reshaped themselves into lumpy disks that orbited the elemental incarnation.

      With control that matched my own, the large lumpy disks intercepted each of my swords. I tried to slip the swords past these magical defenses, but they moved with incredible nimbleness. Try as I might, I couldn’t get past them so long as my double was on his guard.

      Well then, I’d just have to do something to distract him.

      I balled my fists and dug my heels into the ground, rolling my shoulders as I did so. A smile touched the corners of my lips. I could feel something brewing deep in the center of my very being. It felt like using one of The Wanderer’s hints to cultivation.

      Back when I’d first started cultivating, Sava explained to me that elves sometimes sought battle to help them break through. I’d been relying on The Wanderer and my innate talent as a human for so long that I’d forgotten that.

      Maybe a fight like this one was just what I needed.

      I launched myself forward. My fist slammed aside the lumpy clay defenses that had been trapping my Sword Storm blades and went straight for the earth elemental’s head.

      My fist struck stone, expecting rock to buckle and break. My hands were stronger than the toughest steel, but this stone held before me like I was an ordinary man punching a boulder.

      With the force of my blow dispersed, I dropped like a stone and hit the ground right next to the elemental’s feet.

      “Damn...” I growled as I shook out my bruised knuckles. With my other hand, I grabbed at the elemental’s heel to try to pull him off his feet.

      But as I did so, he lashed out with his foot and tried to crush me. My hands went up as he tried to crush me down with his monstrous weight.

      I brought my hands up over my head. The force coming down on me felt like ten mountains stacked atop one another. The ground around me shattered, and trees splintered and broke in a hundred meters in every direction. I went to one knee, straining against the weight.

      The elemental pushed harder, but as he did so, I pulled Spell Eater out of my Dimensional Storage and shoved it into the ground before me. When the elemental pushed this time, my weapon went straight through the sole of his foot.

      “Ha! How’d you like that?”

      The elemental growled and tried to kick me, but I jumped clear and went for the other leg. I had the advantage now, and I pressed it for all it was worth. My Sword Storm blades circumvented the flying protective disks and went for the elemental’s eyes and mouth. It fell backward, and I jumped onto his chest before plunging my fingers into the stone of his chest and tearing flaking bits of granite free.

      “Sorry, but you’re just a cheap knock-off of the original. I was prepared to let you live, but now--“

      I cut my words short as both of his arms came up on either of my sides. I barely jumped out of the way before they crashed together in a clap so loud it would be heard all the way in the capital of Deania. Around me, it tore the leaves off trees and sent a gust of wind that picked up gravel and tossed it in all directions.

      Worse, the spiderweb of cracks I’d been so wary of grew wider, and I sensed a handful of sinister presences poking through from the Devilbeast Wilds sealed just beyond sight and touch.

      This wouldn’t be solved by my fists and a few true mage abilities. I had to break out some real spell work to bring this monster down.

      That feeling of enlightenment grew brighter in my chest, like a candle igniting a torch. I was getting closer. I could feel my enlightenment just out of reach. All I had to do was add more fuel to the fire.

      First, I activated Supremacy to enhance all the spells I was going to use. Then I activated the new wizard-realm ability that I gained after reaching the peak of the wizard realm, Certainty of Purpose. There was only one enemy I was targeting, and I had my eyes locked on him. This ability would enhance the effects of all spells directed towards my goal of defeating this enemy.

      I activated Petrification, hoping I’d get lucky and the earth golem would turn to stone. My ability activated fine and struck the earth elemental without resistance. But upon reaching the stone figure, my enemy merely absorbed the power of my offensive spell. I suppose hoping my petrification ability would turn a rock monster into stone had been too much to ask.

      The elemental almost seemed amused by such an ineffective attack, but while I’d been distracting him with the red light from my eyes, I activated my Gravitational Control skill. This increased the force of gravity on the area and was a far more effective way to fight this giant rock elemental than with Petrification.

      I increased gravity throughout the entire area by fifty times its normal strength. The power affected me too, but my tremendous physical abilities shrugged off the power. Before, I was able to leap tall buildings in a single bound. Now, that would be more like a small cottage at most.

      But the earth elemental would be far harder hit. From my measure, he was a bit stronger than me, but far, far heavier. His weight was several thousand times my own, which meant the pull of gravity left him pinned to the ground on one knee, unable to even stand.

      I danced around him, leaping through the air and twisting to plant my heel against the elemental’s head. As I struck, my leg blurred as I used Five Fierce Furious Fists, modified on the fly to be used with this blow.

      My attack rocked the elemental backward, chipping away at the armor on his head.

      He growled at me wordlessly as I landed behind him.

      “You shouldn’t have come to the Hearthwood to make trouble.” I pointed a finger at him. “I bet you understand the gravity of the situation now, don’t you?”

      [That was terrible. Kill him, don’t torment him,] Minerva said.

      “Oh, fine.” I activated Corrosive Touch and Return to Dust. When combined, the two of them made a powerful disintegration spell that destroyed anything I came into contact with.

      While I readied my next spell, the earth elemental started shedding thick globs of earth, which spun through the air as hovering shards. Those shards swam around the two of us, batting aside my Sword Storm blades that still tried to pepper my opponent and heading for me.

      I smashed one aside with a backhand before leaping onto the elemental’s back and planting both hands onto the exposed stone there. The rock beneath my fingers was tough and sturdy, but I pushed against it. The stone turned brittle and started flaking away like chips of slate as my disintegration effect spread throughout the elemental’s body.

      The elemental howled. It was almost a pity to destroy this thing. Argona could have turned him into quite the golem. Then again, I wouldn’t like the idea of having anything that thought of itself as me around. He could come up with an ingenious plan to escape his bonds. Or he might not, leaving me severely disappointed. Either scenario wouldn’t be fun. So, I would have to put it down. If nothing else, his corpse would give me an incredible opportunity to dissect the World Titan Fiendbody without needing to cut pieces off my own body.

      I was sighing internally as the feeling of enlightenment I’d just touched on started fading when the stone stomach of the earth elemental popped open, and a human-sized hand thrust out of it.

      “What in the...” I furrowed my brows in confusion. I’d already let my mind slip into analysis mode instead of combat mode, thinking the fight was already won.

      Though it only took a fraction of a second to correct that error, that was long enough for something cold and made of metal to wrap around my ankle and tear me off the elemental’s body.

      The hand swung me into the ground like an elf threshing grain. It flung me like I was launched from a catapult, and I rocketed into the distance, struggling to right myself before I hit the ground head-first. I didn’t even have time to blink away the dirt and gravel when I was flung back into the air, only to be smacked into the ground again minutes later and dozens of kilometers away from where we had started fighting.

      I thudded into the dirt, and my assailant was on top of me. A fist came down, and I felt the frigid hardness of steel as his knuckles bashed into my jaw, first on one side and then on the other.

      My head knocked to the right, then to the left. Each punch shattered stone and cracked the air around us. Without the World Titan Fiendbody, my head would have been reduced to a thin red smear on the ground after just one of those punches.

      I focused on sensing the punches, then brought my hands up. I caught one hand, wrapping around a metal wrist. Within that wrist, I felt the familiar sensation of gears and motors at work. I caught the other hand soon after and blinked away enough grime to see with my eyes.

      On top of me was a gleaming hairless metal manikin sculpted in my exact image. This robot that looked exactly like me had burst forth from the dying elemental, as though he had been wearing his giant stone form like armor.

      I glanced back at the empty husk. This machine replica of me had come from the elemental’s dantian, exactly in the void I had made when I escaped its clutches and returned to the Hearthwood. This was the heart of the beast, my dark mirror.
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      I felt my hands grow hot, and to my shock, the skin on my fingers was starting to disintegrate. He was using the same spell I was.

      The two of us struggled there on the ground for a moment. My disintegration spell was active as well, but most of this robot was made of adamantium, and my skill was leaving nothing more than a few blemishes. In contrast, my skin was starting to peel and turn raw. This wasn’t a good position to be in.

      I turned my senses to the ground beneath me, sensing my escape just out of reach. I released one forearm to reach for it, and the robot’s free hand went for my throat. But by the time he reached me, I was already slipping into the ley line I’d just touched.

      I reappeared on my feet a few paces away, wounds already healing. I glanced at the marks on the robot’s forearms and was satisfied to see that they remained. Good. My opponent was more durable than I was, but slower to heal as well.

      If I still had Spell Eater, I would have returned it to my hand now. But that weapon was still lodged in the foot of the massive elemental carcass back where we’d come from. My Sword Storm blades were far away as well. The speed of our fight had left them behind.

      This brief lull lasted just long enough for me to activate Layered Durability to protect myself. This machine was powerful, and I didn’t want to get into another grapple with him. I was too used to being able to overpower anything up close. Not being able to reminded me of the days before I’d acquired the World Titan Fiendbody.

      Every ability I had seen from this metallic doppelganger had come from either my earth cultivation or body cultivation. While he might have some of my mind magic, my abilities in that field were far beyond their previous level. Unless he had improved as much as I had, I would have the advantage with mind magic.

      I used Draconic Roar, my stunning mental attack. I watched him flinch. Machine or not, he still had a mind to attack.

      I almost took the bait, but I’d long since mastered the Mind Trap spell by the time this clone split off from me. If he had any mind magic at all, that would be the spell to practice. My mind magic would have to play a supporting role.

      Instead, I fell back on my old abilities like Embrittling Palm. I dodged his wrist as he moved to jab at my throat, then struck that wrist five times in quick succession.

      The robot twisted his now-cracked and rusting wrist and tried to grab my arm. He would have succeeded, but I flared Titanic Force to full power and drew on deep wells of strength.

      But the machine did the same, and I only escaped by slipping through a ley line.

      I reappeared at the top of a mountain, and my foe came up to meet me. He shot off the ground with the force of a rocket, and an explosion rocked the entire forest.

      His fists came down from where I was standing. I slipped out of the way just in time, and the mountain caved beneath the twin blows of my enemy’s fists. Stone buckled and groaned as the cracks spread, and the mountain he’d struck crumbled into tumbling boulders that rolled into the forest below.

      I watched one of the Hearthwood’s newly minted trains be crushed beneath a rolling rock the size of a castle. Countless other boulders snapped the massive trees of the Hearthwood like cannonballs over toothpicks.

      Already, I sensed people from the Hearthwood rushing out to mitigate the damage. My women in the wizard realm would have to stop those things. Rays of gray light shot out, slicing several of the enormous boulders into neat cubes came to a complete stop. I sensed Sava, Assyrus, Yorik, and all the others spreading their power out to quell the chaos of this battle.

      This thing was causing far more trouble than I was willing to put the Hearthwood through. I needed to drive him out of my territory so we could fight somewhere we wouldn’t cause unwanted collateral damage.

      “Theo!” I sensed Tivana heading my way on a flying sword. She already had two glowing fists of gray energy in either hand and was ready to fight. Mac must have filled her in on what was happening and who I was fighting, because she had no hesitation in unleashing her deadliest spells in my doppelganger’s direction.

      The metal robot had his own version of Layered Durability active and sacrificed the first of five layers of defenses to counter Tivana’s spell. He charged at her, rushing towards her with arms outstretched as Tivana tried to prepare another attack.

      “No!” I rushed to put myself between Tivana and this robot. She was a lot more delicate than I was. As a sorcerer, her body was far more durable than those of an ordinary elf simply because of the sheer quantity of zeal running through her. But it was nothing compared to the enhancements of someone who actually practiced body cultivation like me or this robot clone.

      I slammed my shoulder into him, tackling the machine and driving him out of the Hearthwood. Tivana hopped back on her flying sword and tried to follow, but the robot and I were traveling at incredible speeds that were only possible with tremendous god-like strength.

      The robot struck the ground back first, and this time I was the one on top of him, pounding his face in. I felt my knuckles bleed as I slammed my fists into his head repeatedly. My Embrittling Palm spell did more than my actual blows, chipping away at the metal as my lingering disintegration combination spell caused the metal to rust.

      I thought this might finish the fight when the robot opened his jaws inhumanly wide. Instead of a tongue, there was a brilliant red ruby in his mouth. That ruby glowed, and soon a laser beam as wide around as my head shot out of his mouth.

      My skin sizzled and burned, and I felt pain, unlike anything I’d ever experienced since the Sunspire King put a hole through my chest.

      I felt my flesh sizzle and pop for a moment as my healing kicked in. The world turned dark and I had to spread my zeal out around me to continue to sense things. At my level of power, being blinded was an inconvenience, but not enough to put me out of the fight. My eyes had cooked in an instant, but they were also the first to heal. The robot tried to press the advantage, but I slipped back into a ley line to buy more time.

      I ran, and he chased me. Mere seconds passed, but my body quickly repaired itself. My left arm had been nothing more than a gaunt, withered skeleton after that laser blast, but new flesh was spreading over the exposed bone, and within moments it was as good as new.

      I doubled back, twisting and turning as the robot rushed by me. I stuck a leg out and tripped him as he passed, and he planted his face into the dirt. Picking up a rock from the ground, I smashed the stone over the robot’s head. The rock turned to dust in my grip, despite the earth zeal I had been flooding into it to use as a temporary weapon.

      Grabbing his ankles, I flipped my opponent overhead, only to slam him headfirst onto the ground in front of me. Tremors shot through the ground in all directions. Not giving this robotic copy of me a moment’s respite, I bashed his head into the ground again. In the span of a second, I trashed it against the ground with such speed and force the nearby trees were torn from their roots and sent hurling away from the battlefield. The sudden gusts of wind tore the leaves off half the trees in the Hearthwood, and the crater I was making widened into a massive pit.

      Something shot out of the robot doppelganger’s ankle, and I felt a tiny needle pierce my skin. I felt the disintegration effect I had experienced before, but this time, it was ten times worse.

      I hurled my enemy aside, and he landed on his feet. He grabbed his dented head and chin in one hand, twisting it back into place. The sharp sound of twisting metal echoed throughout the forest. Not a single bird chirped, and no beasts called. They knew there were giants fighting here, and to do anything other than hiding and pray we did not catch them up as collateral damage would be seeking death.

      I stared at my hand. The needle had been a delivery mechanism for a tiny crystal, which held the disintegration spell I’d come up with. Apparently, this copy of mine had come up with some tricks I hadn’t since he’d been made.

      Well, then, I would need to show him some of mine.

      “Mac, where’s the nearest nuclear reactor?” I whispered aloud.

      [Three kilometers northwest, about a hundred feet below the surface,] he answered in my head.

      My doppelganger cocked his head to the side. I know he’d heard my half of the conversation, but I wasn’t sure if he understood. I wasn’t sure how much of my mind had actually been duplicated in the creation of this clone. At first, I suspected only my powers had been copied, and the rest was nothing more than an ordinary elemental’s consciousness. But the intelligence needed to adapt my disintegration spell and create a delivery system for it spoke of greater intelligence than I originally estimated.

      Not to mention the fact that he had crafted such a metal body for himself. Even with wizard-level earth magic, gathering the raw quantity of iron it would have needed to make steel and adamantium would have been nigh-impossible. So much of those magic-absorbing materials could only be worked by hand and would disrupt any spells used on them directly. Without The Wanderer's help, that body would have represented months of manual labor on my part. The elemental must have figured out a magical way to forge iron alloys without his spells being destroyed by the metal he was working.

      I voiced my thoughts aloud as my flesh finished healing, bringing me back into top fighting shape. I'd underestimated this thing once now, but that wouldn't happen again.

      “Don’t make me destroy you! Leave this world behind and make a life for yourself elsewhere. There are Ten Thousand Worlds out there!”

      I watched the cold, metallic replica of my own face staring back at me. His lidless eyes looked at me with cold dispassion, and I knew he refused without saying a word.

      “Why?” I insisted. “Why do we have to fight?”

      The robot hefted a hand, battered and scarred now despite the nigh-indestructible materials he was made from. He waved that hand at the forest around us.

      “Mine,” he said. And then the battle began again.

      He pointed to the earth at his feet, and earth zeal began to accumulate there. It flowed as quickly as air, faster than I’d ever seen earth zeal move before. Seven nexuses of earth zeal accumulated around him, and blobs of clay and dirt quickly took shape into seven bulky entities. Each was like a man, but five times as wide and twice as tall. They had barrel-sized shoulders with fleshy arms that stretched all the way to the ground. Instead of fingers, each hand came to tapered points. Their armor was covered in spikes, and their eyes glowed red with cold malevolence.

      I had never created earth elementals that would obey me. For that, I’d always needed golems. Any elemental I made either tried to fight or run from me otherwise.

      But this copy of me had figured it out. Perhaps it was because he was an elemental himself and knew what had been stumping me all this time.

      Greater Earth Elemental (Early Wizard, Level 30)

      Seven early wizards emerged from the ground, each as strong as those massive elemental golems Tim had used that had nearly destroyed the Hearthwood back when he invaded. The appearance of any one of these elementals elsewhere would be considered a disaster that would require at least one great clan to throw all their resources at defeating. And here I was, facing seven of them.

      “Two can play at that game. Minerva?” I turned my attention inward to find that Minerva had started working long before I even voiced the thought.

      All around me, death zeal billowed and swelled. It left my fingertips and the pores of my skin, flowing into four great masses, each as tall and wide as the elementals. The bones materialized from death zeal, manifesting the same way they’d dispersed upon death.

      Greater Undead Abomination (Early Wizard, Level 30)

      [That is as strong as I can make them!] Minerva warned. [And I won’t be able to do anything else until I recover some death zeal.]

      “Just counter these earth elementals for as long as you can.”

      Under Minerva’s control, my undead abominations clashed with the earth elementals. They matched each other blow for blow, but the earth elementals outnumbered my undead abominations. I wasn’t worried, though. Out of the corner of my eyes, I sensed Tivana hurtling in my direction with all speed. Once she got here, she could eliminate all these elementals with ease. Minerva just needed to keep them from distracting me from my true opponent until then.

      The two of us moved in sudden quick flashes, completely indiscernible to normal elves. There was no way anyone without superhuman senses would have been able to follow this battle. I cast spell after spell, using my entire arsenal to drive the robot in the direction I wanted him to move in.

      His fist went for my stomach, shooting molten magma in all directions with some spell I was unfamiliar with. I used Elemental Singularity, converting all nearby zeal into earth zeal. That snuffed out all the molten magma, though it wasn’t nearly as effective against a fellow earth zeal user as it would have been against an opponent who utilized a different element.

      I sensed Minerva breathe a sigh of relief as death zeal flowed into my body and replenished Minerva’s flagging power reserves. Tivana had dealt with the earth elementals, and now she was coming to help me.

      “Cut a hole in the ground over there!” I yelled to Tivana.

      She didn’t ask a question or hesitate for an instant at such a strange request in the middle of battle. She drew a circle in the air with her finger and palm, and a thin thread of gray light shot into the earth, cutting a perfect circle into the ground.

      A second spell from her hand created a cloud of space zeal, which shot into the hole and filled it perfectly, creating an empty chasm leading straight down.

      I wasted no time. I took a blow to my jaw from my enemy’s fist to wrap an arm around his waist and hurl him towards the hole.

      “Mac! Time to go critical!” I yelled.

      Mac and I had talked about this extensively over the past few weeks as we worked on the nuclear reactor designs. While the reactors weren’t bombs, they could certainly put out a lot of energy on short notice if the earth around them squeezed in with enough force to make diamonds from coal.

      And that was just what happened. I extended all my powers of earth magic down into the ground beneath us, which was still flooded with my own earth zeal from when I’d last worked on the nuclear reactor. Mac, like a dungeon core, had spread his influence throughout the entire Hearthwood and could squeeze just as tightly around the reactor as I could.

      I exerted the full effort of my will, which was something I hadn’t needed to do since True Mage. I’d never done something that taxed me so close to my limits before, but this certainly qualified.

      I felt something change in the earth zeal under my control. The pure uranium had felt mostly like the earth zeal I was used to when I was working with it before, specifically of the flavor I was used to finding in natural metal deposits.

      Those aspects shifted and changed before my eyes. Until now, my Elemental Singularity spell was the only thing that I’d ever heard of converting zeal from one aspect to another. But there was no denying this tremendous change happening before my eyes. Under the intense heat and pressure of this exotic reaction, I sensed the presence of several zeal particles I had no names or descriptions for. It was possible I was sensing unique particles new to elven magical understanding, and I filed them away for later contemplation.

      “Tivana! Fly from here and take cover!” I yelled to my companion.

      “Just what are you doing in that hole, Theo?” Tivana asked, no doubt sensing the strange reaction I was creating. But her body was already turning to obey me even as her mind couldn’t help but ask the question. I would explain to her what was happening later.

      The reaction continued to swell and grow, and Mac and I clamped down around them. The pressure grew, and even the tremendous pressure the two of us were exerting would not be enough to contain the explosion. I sensed my robot doppelganger frantically renewing Layered Durability shields and building defenses using the earth around him, but I had so much zeal in his surroundings that shifting even the smallest quantity of earth around had to be incredibly difficult. Any other earth cultivator would have found it impossible given the strength of my aura fragments and will, but my enemy had the same advantages I had.

      I'd never had to fight over zeal with something as strong as myself before. The feeling of having zeal yanked from my grasp was unnerving. Now I knew how my enemies often felt fighting me.

      [I can’t hold it any longer!] Mac warned.

      “I’m at my limit as well!”

      We lost control of the explosion, and it released a massive quantity of energy and zeal. This was different from the slow and controlled reactions I witnessed while creating the nuclear reactor. This was a natural force of tremendous strength. It had a certain brutal flavor to its aura that scared me, almost like this was some sort of forming elemental.

      That sense of consciousness faded as soon as it appeared, but its presence was still terrifying. In a world with far more extreme conditions than this one, that reaction could have stabilized and formed a nuclear elemental. Perhaps such entities lived within the stars of the Ten Thousand Worlds. I shuddered at the possibility.

      Then the explosion came. My own Layered Durability spell shattered even as I dove to the side of the hole and out of the way. The sand and dirt beneath me turned to glass, and a bar of pure heat and destruction shot into the air overhead.

      A massive quantity of fire, earth, and wind zeal shot from the hole in an even more incredible explosion than what happened when we opened a nexus seal. Even contained far beneath the earth, the burst of heat and power killed the nearby trees and threw smoke into the sky in the shape of a giant mushroom. People across Deania would have their gazes turned towards the Hearthwood, wondering what apocalyptic battle was taking place here today.

      Most of that zeal scattering from the explosion entered the plants in the earth around me, twisting them unnaturally as though they’d been exposed to radiation since they were seedlings instead of only struck now. I hoped the same wouldn’t happen to any elves struck by this power.

      The wave of heat washed over me before finally fading. I breathed a sigh of relief. My Layered Durability spell had blocked most of the damage, as had the fact that the actual explosion happened underground. It singed my skin from the sheer heat of being so close, but that was no problem. I wasn’t worried about a little radiation when having a limb cut off only took a few seconds to heal.

      A moment later, I received a message from The Wanderer.

      Energy transferred to Mana Generator!

      +5000 points!

      “Did it work?”

      [We didn’t achieve the highest possible yield, but that was definitely a nuclear explosion.] Mac replied. [It was a dirty bomb, but with a janitor as talented as I am, I can simply absorb any lost radioactive materials and rebuild the nuclear reactor. Some of the materials that explosion generated are even better for nuclear experimentation than what we started with!]

      “What about my evil twin?” I asked. “Did we kill him? I see we got points for it.”

      [No, that was just the leftover energy that I was able to divert to the Mana Generator. It seems we were going about point generation all wrong. Why bother with reactors when we can just detonate bomb after bomb?]

      A battered metallic hand emerged from the hole, clawing its way back out. The metal that made up his body glowed brilliant white, and parts of it were missing, but it was still there.

      “You’re certainly tougher than I thought...”

      When we began working with nuclear reactors, Mac and I had put our heads together and determined that I could survive most nuclear accidents given a bit of time to raise my defenses and assuming I was healthy when I went in. But a full-scale explosion like that one? Especially after a tough fight like the one he had with me? The enchanted adamantium in his body should have melted into slag under those temperatures, even if he protected himself with a meter or two of molten lava.

      “There’s only one way this ends,” I began. “Surrender while there’s enough of you left to salvage. Perhaps I can rebuild you to be less violent.”

      “You...” my evil twin said with half his jaw broken off. “Don’t know... my pain.” The voice sounded like a dying machine, and sparks flew from his now-skeletal skull. The parts that made him look like a manikin had been burned away, and now all that was left was a mess of cables and metal bones. Now it looked more like a looming undead menace made of dripping, molten metal. I unconsciously took a step back from the sight before I steadied myself.

      Now that I could examine him without his protective armor, I recognized some of my own designs in his creation. There was technology at work in there. Much of the circuitry was identical to what had been in the temporary body I’d made for Mac just before leaving Earth. It had been made far sturdier by combining it with the magic of this world and the raw power of the World Titan Fiendbody. This being was an entity of pure magitech.

      “I could if you explained it to me.”

      I sensed power flow off him in great billowing waves, stronger than ever before. I examined him with The Wanderer’s help and drew in a sharp breath at what I saw.

      Elemental Incarnation of Theo, Patriarch of the Hearthwood. (Early Sorcerer realm, Level 40)

      The damn thing had broken through to the next realm in the heart of a nuclear explosion!

      He opened his jaw, and for a moment, I thought he would answer my question. But instead, that crystal in his mouth lit up again, and a ray of energy built. Despite the damage the robot had sustained, this build-up of power seemed ten times as potent as the laser beam from before.

      I sensed zeal particles lurking within him, much like the exotic particles I’d detected in the nuclear explosion I’d just witnessed. Apparently, I hadn’t been the only one who’d observed the intriguing reaction that took place under those extreme conditions. He’d had an even better view than I had, and from the looks of things, he’d captured many of those unique zeal particles and turned them to his own uses.

      I dodged the beam of energy, not wanting to take a hit from something so unknown. But I had never been the target. The beam of energy struck the cracks in space all around us. They’d started when my opponent had first appeared as a massive earth elemental, and after the tremendous strain of the battle we’d just had, those cracks had spread until they covered half the Hearthwood.

      After the nuclear explosion, the barrier had grown so weak that small things were leaking through from the Devilbeast Wilds’ pocket world.

      Now, my doppelganger had torn a massive hole in the sky large enough for thousands of Shadowblade Beasts to pour through, and I already detected multiple wizard-realm monsters breaching the barrier and entering the Hearthwood. More were hammering at the barrier from their side, desperate to break through.

      As I watched, a massive worm slithered through the newly made gap. It was covered in spikes and teeth and exuded an aura of earth and death.

      Necroworm (Late wizard realm, level 39)

      [Theo, that thing is headed right for the city! And it looks like a lot of other things are following it!]

      I cursed under my breath. I turned to the cause of all this chaos, only to find him running for the opening he made with all speed.

      “No!” I yelled, chasing after him. But he was as fast as I was. By the time I reached him, he was already slipping out of the hole in the world and escaping to the realm beyond.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      I warred inwardly. My enemy had just become a sorcerer, but he was on the edge of death. This was the weakest he was likely to be. What would happen if he recovered his strength and returned with more power than ever before?

      But at the same time, there was a horde of monsters headed for everything and everyone I cared about. If I chased my doppelganger into the Devilbeast Wilds, I wouldn’t be able to help them. Worse, there was no guarantee I could even take him down. If a nuclear explosion hadn’t killed him, my fists wouldn’t fare much better.

      My heart warred with itself, but I turned and saw the worm heading for my city. The first to confront it was a golden-haired girl riding a massive wyvern.

      Fear crept into me. That was Comela, riding the Wyvern Queen I’d given to her as a mount. She’d been the first to defend our home, faster to arm and fight than anyone else. But she was just a true mage, and that creature was a late wizard.

      Before I had the chance to think about it consciously, I realized I’d decided. I turned my back on my fleeing foe and ran to my daughter’s side, pulling out Dean’s soul orb as I did so.

      The necroworm let out a shrill, wordless cry in reply. It didn’t like the feeling of having its soul tugged on like a leash, and the attack it had been generating for Comela fizzled out.

      Good. I’d given Comela several protective items, but I wasn’t sure they’d hold up to a monster as powerful as this one. That girl was going to get a serious lecture about how leading the charge should be left to an ambitious young true mage seeking glory. Not for one of my most promising children with a bright future ahead of her, regardless of how many enemies she slew for our clan.

      Comela’s wyvern breathed fire onto the necroworm, and it met that breath with a short hissing gasp of toxic fumes. They seared the wyvern’s underbelly, and Comela swerved to evade. Had that been a full breath, Comela could have had to use every defensive treasure and artifact in her arsenal to survive it.

      “Comela! Get behind me!” As I jumped over the necroworm, I yelled. I landed in the center of its body with a great crashing thud, and sickly hemolymph sprayed me from head to toe as I pierced its skin.

      I wiped the goop away. My Sword Storm blades had started catching up with me by now. I’d been controlling them with Parallel Thought since my fight with my robotic twin, but we’d been so far away from the original site of the battle that the Sword Storm blades just couldn’t keep up. Now they arrived and skewered the necroworm in a hundred different places.

      I set those blades into motion with a flick of my hand, spinning and carving up the worm along its back. But its hide was tough, and without my tremendous strength behind them, the blades didn’t even sink a finger’s depth into the monstrous behemoth. At this rate, by the time I cut the creature apart, it would have already shoved its way past the walls of the Hearthwood and started devouring the city’s people.

      I sensed earth and death zeal flowing out of the necroworm. I could beat this thing in peak condition without too much trouble, but I wasn’t in peak condition. My earlier fight had taken a lot out of me, and I was already running on fumes. A couple of undisturbed minutes in the cultivation chamber at maximum time dilation would get me back into fighting shape, but the city didn’t have those minutes. Not when there were so many monsters around it.

      That’s when I remembered I wasn’t alone. From behind me, Tivana appeared again. Her hair was a mess from all the flying she’d done over the last few minutes, and she had a scowl on her face that suggested she wasn’t satisfied with the way the fight with my evil robotic twin had gone.

      This necroworm would help work out her frustrations. I sensed two massive spheres of space magic forming in her hand at her approach. She flew over the worm and dropped them like a pair of bowling balls. They swelled as they fell, destabilizing and growing larger with each passing moment.

      When they struck the necroworm’s flesh, they left two spherical cavities where the flesh was simply gone. So I sent my Sword Storm blades to exploit the weakness. While its hide was tough, the tender flesh beneath that hide was far softer. Once inside, my Sword Storm blades could swim through its body like fish through the sea, cutting up everything in their path.

      I continued to pull on Dean’s orb all the while, yanking on the beast’s soul. I could sense the hatred within it. There was a tremendous sense of frustration at finally being free after years of imprisonment, only to be immediately countered just when it had caught sight of an entire city of elves to feast on.

      I looked overhead and saw the cracks in the sky just starting to close. They would be sealed within an hour and probably small enough that nothing too big could sneak out long before that. But until then, countless other monsters were sneaking into the Hearthwood. I didn’t have time to count all the mage acolyte and true mage-level monsters. Many of the ones at that level didn’t even have soul fragments in the orb in my hands and must have been born after Dean created the pocket realm.

      I didn’t have time to deal with those. I hoped the defenders of the Hearthwood were up to the challenge. I needed to focus on the largest threats.

      Lightstalker Wolf (Early Wizard, level 31)

      Darkwing Nightmare Bat (Mid Wizard, level 35)

      Seven-head Poison Hydra (Late Wizard, level 35)

      Juvenile Devil Dragon (Early Sorcerer, level 41)

      My eyes went to the most powerful monsters in the assault. I drew upon the strength of the orb. I targeted the Juvenile Devil Dragon and drained as much power from it as possible, destabilizing whatever spell it had been about to prepare.

      Zeal flowed into my body. That, more than anything, went a long way to restoring my strength. Of course, I still wouldn’t be at peak performance before having time to rest and recover, but I could fight.

      I charged at the Devil Dragon. Though the coloration was different from the massive dragon corpse beneath the castle, it looked to be of a similar breed. Perhaps the dragon Dean slew here in the Hearthwood hadn’t been the only one to make it to the World of Sanctuary and Serenity.

      I used my mind magic by activating Draconic Roar. The Devil Dragon flinched at that, despite the ability being nothing more than a true mage spell. The power of another dragon startled it for a moment before it realized I’d tricked it. But by then, I was already headed toward it, leaving the worm to my Storm Sword blades and Tivana.

      Fire zeal blossomed in the dragon’s throat as it prepared to breathe fire on me, but I was more than prepared for that. I activated Elemental Singularity and instantly converted all the fire into earth zeal. Suddenly, the dragon had a huge rock stuck in its throat instead of the glob of liquid fire it planned to spray at me.

      I activated Titanic Force. An instant later, my fist struck the Juvenile Devil Dragon’s neck. Scales broke, and blood sprayed from the dragon’s mouth and nose. It rolled, tumbling sideways from the force of my blow. Using Gravitational Control, I kept it from getting up. I didn’t want this thing taking to the air.

      With its wings, it could soar right over the Hearthwood’s walls and kill the people inside while I struggled to keep up on a flying sword. If I could keep it locked on the ground, I could keep it contained and under control.

      I was far from alone in defense of the Hearthwood. Behind me, Tivana was following a similar line of thought with the Darkwing Nightmare Bat. Her opponent was weaker than mine, but she didn’t have Dean’s orb helping her destabilize her opponent’s spells. When I was certain I had the edge over the Juvenile Devil Dragon, I turned the orb’s power onto Tivana’s opponent to help her end things fast.

      Sure enough, as soon as the Nightmare Bat’s defenses fell, Tivana sent two strands of cleaving light straight for her opponent’s wings, clipping them off like plucking the wings off a fly.

      The bat landed on the wall with a heavy thud, where Ullua and several other true mage elves defending the city quickly swarmed it, hacking at the crippled beast. Tivana dropped one of those disintegrating orbs of hers onto the bat’s head to finish it off, though the true mages weren’t satisfied until it stopped moving.

      By now, everyone in the Hearthwood had gotten involved in the battle, and point notifications were streaming in so fast I had Mac disable them so I could concentrate on my fight. I saw Sava coating a sword with some deadly poison. She flashed into existence, appearing in the middle of a swarm of true mage monsters. She swung her sword and left a handful of tiny cuts on her enemies. But whatever she’d coated her sword with was incredibly deadly to them because their skin hissed and blistered from those tiny cuts.

      Sava didn’t waste time fighting them further and simply teleported into the midst of the next group, where she cut them just as she did the first. She was already on the third group when her first set of targets finally died from whatever she’d poisoned them with.

      Eltiana was using poison of her own. It wasn’t as potent as whatever Sava was using, but whatever it lacked in quality, she made up for in sheer quantity. She found that old whip she’d been using when we first met and crafted an upgraded version filled with tiny iron spikes, all stolen from my workshop, no doubt.

      Each of those spikes held a poisonous payload that would be delivered by the vast set of runes lining every iron spike. Without looking, I knew Eltiana had recruited her daughter Argona’s help in making those.

      Eltiana lashed the Seven-head Poison Hydra with her whip, and the two of them fought to see who was the better master of poison zeal. The hydra sprayed Eltiana down with a thin purple mist, but Eltiana merely laughed the deadly cloud off and waved it aside with a bat of her hand before thrashing the hydra with her whip.

      She bounced from the back of one monster to the next so that when the hydra tried to catch her in its jaws, it only ended up with a mouthful of some feral Stone-Tusked Boar or Silver-Clawed Tree Crawler.

      I spotted Assyrus and Yorik fighting side by side down below as well. I heard the two of them counting from a distance and realized they were trying to see who could kill the most monsters plaguing the Hearthwood.

      The pair of them hacked and hammered at any demon that came their way. Assyrus’s skill with her sword was unmatched, and the explosive defensive power of her spells reflected the force of a wizard-rank monster right back at it. Her eyes lit up as she sensed a moment of weakness, but Yorik sensed it too and brought her hammer down on the monster’s head, adding it to her count before Assyrus could add it to hers.

      “Kill steal!” Assyrus grumbled. Yorik’s laugh could be heard across the battlefield.

      On the walls, Yavilla and Tavilla were on the part closest to Castle Mac, defending against the demons approaching from there. Both were wizards now, thanks to my help. They weren’t combat-oriented cultivators, so they were having a tougher time dealing with equivalent foes than my women.

      Most of their magic centered around growing and shaping wood of one sort or another, and they’d found some creative uses for those abilities.

      The massive trees of the Hearthwood presented unique opportunities for them, and the Whitewood Clan was quickly becoming as familiar with their wood as they were with the unique breed of wood that grew near Moonbow City that gave their clan their name.

      Branches shot out like spears from the trees, skewering nearby monsters before retracting to thrust outward again. I watched Yavilla toss out a handful of seeds that grew with supernatural speed, turning the entire area beneath the walls into a hostile field of brambles that moved to drag any creature unwise enough to be caught in their clutches down beneath the earth.

      Mayatania had been trailing behind Sava, providing more options as needed. She hadn’t progressed as far as the women who were closer to me, but she was still a powerful true mage. Even though she’d dedicated her life to alchemy and not to fighting, she could handle her own in a fight. Any mage acolyte-realm monster who dared to attack her soon found that she was far fiercer on the battlefield than in my bedroom.

      Closer to the walls, I spotted Suzzu Calbird, leader of the Claw Tamer Tribe. At first, I thought she wasn’t nearly powerful enough to take part in a battle like this one, but then I saw she was sitting atop a Shadowblade Beast.

      Not just any Shadowblade Beast, but the Shadowblade Beast. Its five sets of tails lashed out at every monster around it, putting them down with swift and deadly strikes as it jumped from foe to foe as nimble as a cat. Suzzu did her best to hang on while her mount slaughtered our enemies. Behind her, a few other bold members of the Claw Tamer Tribe were trying to ride some of the younger Shadowblade Beasts into battle as well.

      A massive groaning sound echoed out from Castle Mac, and my head jerked in that direction even as I had my entire body wrapped around the Juvenile Devil Dragon’s throat and was trying to choke it into submission.

      Stone cracked, the earth rumbled, and a massive stone figure appeared. It climbed from the hole deep beneath the earth to stand as tall as Castle Mac.

      Planetary Defense Golem (Early Sorcerer, Level 40)

      “I’ll be damned. She got one of those things to work!” I let out a sharp breath from between my teeth as the massive golem stepped over the walls to wade into the battle.

      There were a pair of tiny windows where its eyes were. With my superhuman vision, I spotted my daughter Argona hunched over an elaborate set of controls as she furiously maintained the enchantments she’d crafted to control the golem.

      It waded across the field of monsters, crushing true mage foes underfoot like they were nothing more than ants.

      It approached the dragon I was strangling and opened its jaws to speak.

      Sounding completely incongruous to its monstrous size and power, the adorable voice of my daughter echoed out of the massive golem’s mouth.

      “Need help, Dad?”

      “Sure!” I yelled back as Argona planted the golem’s massive boot onto the Devil Dragon’s body and began to crush it underfoot. Between my power and that of Argona’s golem, we soon took care of the creature and turned to help mop up the rest of the foes.
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        * * *

      

      “Well, that went a lot better than I expected,” I said as I stood upon a field of corpses, all of them belonging to monsters.

      “Truly. To fight a battle like this while losing less than a hundred defenders is something you should be proud of,” Tivana said. “And most of those lost were only heartwielders.”

      I sighed. “I don’t like the fact that something managed to get into the city. Even if that thing was only at the true mage level, if not for the Level-Reducing Sentry towers and a few of the mage acolytes stepping up to fight it, we would have lost a lot more.”

      “Oh, I’d say you did a rather good job.” I turned to find Sam walking out, lightly bracing himself on a cane as he moved. “As for casualties. Where? I don’t see any.”

      He waved his hand over the hovering batch of wisps lingering on the street outside the Hearthwood. Time played out in reverse, and the wisps settled on the ground into the bodies of dying elves.

      Those dying elves sucked in a slow and steady breath as though their last living gasps were returning to them. Soon, they were flying in reverse as stone shrapnel settled back into the walls and buildings around them. Then, a large demonic phantom took shape over their heads, about to tear them and everything around them to shreds.

      Sam shot me a look, and I reacted instantly. The moment he dropped the time-reversal spell, a stone shot from my hand straight into the skull of the monster who’d made it into my city. It fell to the ground, limp and dead.

      “P-patriarch! You saved our lives!” said one of the elves, who until moments ago had been dead. “Your timing is incredible!”

      I chuckled. “I wouldn’t say that. You should really thank my buddy Sam here.”

      Sam smiled and waved, though the elves still insisted on expressing their gratitude towards me any way they could.

      “Work hard and cultivate well!” I told them all. “Once you become true mages, monsters like that one won’t be able to touch you.”

      “And we’ll be able to attend your private strategy meetings in the castle?” one heartwielder asked with wide, pleading eyes. “You know, the very special kinds of meetings...”

      I chuckled. “I don’t know about that. But I will say your chance of me needing your help in the future goes up dramatically with your cultivation. The city’s too big for me to know every heartwielder and mage acolyte here, but I do know the names of every true mage in the Hearthwood.”

      I sensed a new fire light behind this heartwielder’s eyes. I hoped I’d meet her again someday.

      Sam repeated his trick a few more times around the city, reviving every elf we’d lost. By the end of it, he was leaning much harder on his cane and looking a bit winded.

      “Are you sure you’re good to continue?” I asked worriedly.

      “Whew. I'm a bit exhausted, but I’m fine. This is just a reminder that I’m not the demigod I used to be. At full power I could have reversed that entire attack and nabbed that robot clone of yours by plucking him straight out of fate and binding him in time. Nowadays, reviving a few heartwielders and mage acolytes takes the wind out of me. But the exercise is probably good for me. I haven’t really strained my magic since I started building this body.”

      We finished soon after. Sam offered to look at the wounded to see if he could help them as well, but I didn’t want him pushing himself too hard. Besides, the medical bay and the incredible healing potions Sava was selling were enough to heal every wound the Hearthwood received without leaving a scar.

      Once we were certain all the monsters were dead, I flicked through the notifications Mac had hidden in my vision. The battle had netted me a considerable amount of points, both from the creatures I slew and from what my women took down.

      Battle Won! +20,000 points!

      Those points came in handy putting the city back together. Repairing the walls and streets would have taken longer or consumed far more points, but my new passive earth manipulation spell meant that earth zeal took on the shapes and forms I wanted without me even consciously thinking about it. In this case, that meant reconstructing the Hearthwood the way I’d built it. Soon, the whole city was back in shape, and our population was even higher than before.

      All the dying monsters released massive amounts of zeal. Most of that zeal went into the city’s residents, who desperately tried to cultivate it for power. Even so, there was so much of it that there was plenty left over for the wisps drifting through the city to gather enough and begin manifesting a body.

      My own eggs and wisps were no exception. The Whitewood Clan’s massive pile of eggs had started hatching into wisps, as had this fourth batch from my matriarchs. I was very pleased to see Amisra’s eggs had all hatched into wisps and were drifting around happy and healthy. After a few months of incubation I’d be able to meet my kids by her. I’d have to get her back to the Hearthwood when the time came near so she could name them.

      Besides benefiting the wisps and cultivation, the glut of high-quality monster parts would mean everyone would have plenty of valuable potions to go around. Sava and Mayatania would be brewing without a moment’s rest for weeks, and everyone who contributed to the city’s defense would be lushly rewarded. Mac had reviewed the scanner logs from the fight and had already awarded merit points to all those who stood their ground and helped others.

      Even exhausted as I was, Mac and I tried to send a probe into the Devilbeast Wilds before the rift closed. He could get a few decent scans of the interior before the spatial rift closed completely, and I’d been hoping he’d find my evil robotic clone and tell me if a retrieval mission would be possible.

      [It’s no use, Theo. He must have dived into a ley line as soon as he crossed onto the other side. He’s merged with the earth zeal on the other side, and from the looks of things, he’s going to stay like that for a while. Frankly, I’m amazed he can do such a thing.]

      “I’ve always avoided staying in a ley line too long. The temptation to merge with the earth has always been strong. But I suppose since my evil twin was essentially an earth elemental, there’s much less danger in that for him.” I sighed, running my hands over my temple. I would have to deal with the other me again, eventually. But with the Devilbeast Wilds sealed once more, he wouldn’t be able to break out until I undid the last nexus seal.

      That was all the more reason to find Dean and recover Sam’s original body. With the two of them at my back, I’d feel much more confident opening that seal up and dealing with anything that came out.

      “The thing that worries me was that breakthrough. He’s a sorcerer now,” I grumbled. “I’ve never been a step behind before. What if he outpaces me? If he truly wants to take the Hearthwood for himself, then I need to have the power to stop him.”

      [He won’t stay ahead of you for long, Theo. I know that much,] Mac said.

      Perhaps this was my own fault. I'd spent the last few months running around the Groveguard Continent, putting down orc invasions and stomping out hostile nations under the control of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye. Meanwhile, that monster had been slowly festering just out of sight, growing stronger than I could have possibly imagined. He had the drive that I seemed to have lost. Perhaps if I was pressured to grow strong or die the way he had been, I too would have reached the sorcerer realm so quickly. Or maybe that monster had taken a piece of me for himself when we separated, and I wouldn't get it back until I put it down for good, like the aura fragments the Shadowblade Beasts were so desperate to retrieve.

      That was a disturbing thought. I turned my mind inward, but I didn't feel as though anything was missing. I was happy, healthy, and whole. Happier than I'd been in a long time, truthfully. It was like the fear, paranoia, and malicious scheming that had plagued me when I was weak was gone now that I was strong. Had the elemental taken that when we parted ways? Or was it simply gone because I no longer had any need of it?

      Introspection brought me no answers, so I decided to sleep on the thought. The personal chambers were clean and polished now, and I was looking forward to enjoying the first good night’s sleep I’d had in this magical bed since I’d used the room to imprison Tim. It used to be one of my favorite things about The Wanderer, and while I hardly needed sleep these days, I still had plenty of uses for a good shower and an extremely comfortable bed.

      I lay down, more exhausted from the day’s exertions than I had ever been since the battle with Countess Frostweaver. The soft sheets felt nice beneath my skin. It would have been nicer to have a warm body to hold, but if I asked one of my matriarchs to join me in bed, I wouldn’t be able to get any sleep. Maybe I’d call one of them in a few minutes. For now, I was just going to close my eyes and enjoy this content feeling in my heart.

      Despite the dangers we’d faced, the Hearthwood had fared well. Even without my help, my women and children would have held the city against those monsters on their own. Me being there just made it that much easier. It was a good feeling to know that I’d raised them all strong enough that they didn’t need my constant support. Maybe when my evil robotic clone came here, they’d be the ones to kick him out instead of me.

      At last, a heavy feeling lifted from my heart, and I felt completely relaxed. The tension I’d been holding for more than a year finally flowed out of me, and a notification from The Wanderer buzzed softly as I drifted off to sleep.

      You have designated The Wanderer and affiliated buildings, designated the Hearthwood Clan, as the foundation of your soul palace.

      Congratulations! You have advanced to the early sorcerer realm with earth magic!

      You are now a level 40 earth cultivator!

      My vision faded as my mind drifted off, wrapped up in the relaxing aura of the Personal Chamber’s magical bed. I felt as though endless ages came and went as I lay in dreamless slumber. From nothing, ten thousand worlds formed, and one of those worlds seemed incredibly familiar.

      It was the World of Sanctuary and Serenity ages past. The race of elves lived upon it, growing and thriving. They were ambitious and eager, soon spreading beyond their world and building an interstellar empire that spanned all the neighboring worlds.

      Centuries passed one after another as their worlds flourished. But the furthest reaches of their lands brushed against some greater force. Glowing golden light enveloped each of the elven worlds, and the great trees they’d grown and spires they’d built crumbled one by one. I watched the war wage between worlds, hazy and blurry as my mind tried to brush in details none of Deania’s history books could speak of.

      In the end, the elves lost their war and were driven back to their homeworld. They held out for years with the defenses built around The World of Sanctuary and Serenity, but eventually, their besiegers found a chink in their armor. The defenses broke, and warriors from a distant world streamed across it and put an end to the last age of interstellar elven glory, leaving only teeming masses of wisps in their wake.

      The wisps lingered for many years, cursed to lie in slumber they would never wake from until a vampire and an orc joined hands to tweak a few of them and bring elves of their own making back into the world.

      Countless years passed again and again. The elves built glorious cities and attained incredible heights, only to be sent crashing down again as cataclysm burned down everything they had created. Through some means I hadn’t yet deciphered, the defenses of the world turned against its own maker, keeping the elves of the World of Sanctuary and Serenity eternal prisoners in the heart of their long-dead empire.

      Eons passed, and tears fell from the corners of my eyes as I was helpless to do anything more than watch. The elves struggled so hard, and yet all their sacrifices were wiped away whenever they dared touch the stars.

      Finally, I spotted a familiar region of the world. It rotated into place, and with my enhanced vision, I saw the Hearthwood. The trees were tall and the beasts fierce. Warring tribes of elves fought one another, unaware of the greater world beyond their forest. I watched myself step forth from The Wanderer, exiting a cave to see the light of day for the first time in more than four hundred years.

      I watched as I stacked one stone upon another, laying the first bricks of the Hearthwood. It was just one step of countless thousands to take, but someday these bricks would build an empire to span worlds. And it would never fall in all the endless eons.

      Something clicked into place, and I knew without even waking that my transformation to the sorcerer realm was complete.
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      The notification that I’d hit the sorcerer realm was still staring at me when I woke up. Thanks to the magical properties of the Personal Chambers, I felt as though I’d gotten a week of rest, even though it had only been an hour. I was fully recovered from my earlier exertions and was nearly bouncing off the walls with excitement. I couldn’t wait to tell Sam.

      As soon as I left Castle Mac, I saw most of the buildings in the area were fully repaired, and the city was whole again. The shops and buildings destroyed in the attacks within the walls were already repaired, thanks to the city’s large numbers of earth cultivators.

      While elves had historically seen earth as an aspect better suited to laborers than people of wealth and means, that was changing thanks to the example I was setting. There were plenty of uses for earth zeal in combat, and its utility in daily life was just a bonus. The many earth-aspect cultivation arts I’d added to the Hearthwood Clan’s skill library provided additional incentives.

      Though most of my daughters cultivated their mother’s aspect, those who didn’t wish to follow their parents’ shoes often picked up an earth spellheart and a crafting job like Argona. After her display of control over that immensely powerful golem, I was certain she was going to be getting a lot more respect around the city, and more people would try to learn my magic the way she had.

      The marks of the attack weren’t entirely gone, though. There were dozens of high-level monster corpses scattered around the city, along with hundreds at the mage acolyte level. They were decaying in the open air, but the elves of the Hearthwood were well trained and ambitious. I’d sent powerful monsters back to the Hearthwood through my Dimensional Storage. There was no shortage of tools to deal with these creatures and harvest everything of value.

      Someone already had that giant bat monster’s hide tanning in the sun. A group of true mages was harvesting the fat from beneath that giant worm’s skin. I spotted Yorik and Assyrus looming over a massive boar as they tried to dig through its stomach for the massive zeal crystal buried inside. Just outside the city, I saw Argona still inside the Planetary Defense Golem. Now, she held a saw the size of a building and was trying to take the Juvenile Devil Dragon’s horns off, no doubt for some enchanted device or another.

      Everyone was stopping to wave as I passed, so I made this visit brief. The people of the Hearthwood knew what to do and didn’t need my presence slowing them down. I doubled back to the castle. I could have gotten to the library Sam stayed in all the time instead of his room by walking through the halls of the castle, but Mac changed those paths around so often getting in from outside was faster.

      Once on the ground, I jumped up the fifty stories to land on a ledge hanging over the library and landed like a feather falling on a grassy field. I was getting better at this. Before, I’d crack the ground whenever I landed. The trick was to send a bit of earth zeal into whatever I was about to land on to strengthen it so it wouldn’t break even if I messed up my jump.

      Sam was there on the very balcony I landed on. He had a book on his chest, though his eyes were looking out over the city.

      “You know, Theo, more impressive to me than anything else you’ve built here or your own rapid cultivation is the merit point distribution system you and Mac have developed here to reward ambition and hard work. In most large clans, the most powerful people in the city would completely monopolize those dead monsters. Weaker elves would still do the work, but only out of fear for their lives as those more powerful than them forced them to labor or face their wrath. You’ve completely rewritten that system, so we rewarded the people who stay here proportional to their labor. Any elf without a background or connections can wander through those gates and find the resources needed to reach mage acolyte after just one event like this one.”

      I grinned sheepishly. “We’ve done our best to make a meritocracy here in the Hearthwood. There are plenty of opportunities to be had, and when you prove that hard work does pay off, most elves will put their perky little rears to the grindstone and sweat the day away hoping to live well tomorrow.”

      “I will be curious to see how things continue.” Sam flipped a page in the book he was holding, even though he wasn’t really looking at it. “A few decades of this and the Hearthwood would make the Cult of the Unblinking Eye and their scheme to breed innately talented elves like a massive waste of time.”

      “We’ll deal with them in time, but before then, I want you and Dean back here and at full power. I’m going to have to come to get you.” I stood still, feeling for my new sorcerer’s power. Truthfully, it didn’t feel any different from being a wizard. It was a far smaller change than condensing all my aura fragments at true mage and reaching the wizard realm. I wasn’t even sure what I’d done to reach the sorcerer realm, other than clear my mind and relax a little.

      Sam stared at me for a long moment, and I worried he was going to ask for an explanation. Perhaps I was missing something about the sorcerer realm and couldn’t prove to him that I’d reached it without knowing what it was.

      But I needn’t have bothered. Even without a system like The Wanderer’s telling him the power levels of others, Sam had years of experience getting a feel for people and knew where I stood.

      “You hit the sorcerer realm.” Sam sat up straighter. “I... wow. I must admit, I was expecting at least a decade sitting here to go through your library, read, and recover my strength.”

      “You promised to help me to rescue Dean and your original body when I hit sorcerer.” I gestured down at myself. “Well? Here I am. A newly minted sorcerer.”

      “So you are.” Sam closed his book and placed it on the table beside him. “Alright. We’ll go. But we’re doing this smart or not at all. The Primordial World is a dangerous place and connects to many extra-dimensional spaces.”

      “Like the Timeweaver lairs.”

      “Exactly. In most of them, using your magic is far tougher than it is out here. Some of those spaces don’t even have zeal. The power you bring in is all you have to work with. In others, even lifting a single finger takes the strength to shatter mountains. The reason why I didn’t want you going to the Primordial World or its associated spaces until you were a sorcerer was because you’d be worse off there as a wizard than you’d be as a heartwielder lost in the Hearthwood. Don’t pretend you didn’t nearly die when you first showed up. Sava told me the story of how she found you. You’d gotten yourself in quite a bind there.”

      Sam waggled his eyebrows.

      I groaned. “I thought I told her never to speak of that again.”

      “Hey, many men would have paid for that sort of experience!” Sam chuckled.

      I put my palm to my forehead and groaned. “Just... don’t tell Dean, alright?”

      “My lips are sealed,” Sam said, still grinning. “Anyhow, so that situation doesn’t repeat itself, we need to rework your spells.”

      “That’s really a danger?”

      Sam gave me a serious look. “Trust me, the high elves who live in the Primordial World and the associated pocket dimensions are of a different breed. They’re the older, original elves. Imperious and used to getting their way with all but their god and divine creator, they’ll rob you blind and steal your soul if they think it’ll help their cultivation in the slightest. They aren’t like the derpy little loveable ladies you know.”

      I ran my hands across my chin in thought. To me, that just sounded like how the elves had behaved back when I’d been weak, and they’d been strong. These high elves, as Sam called them, would just be more of the same. Sam was just spoiled because he'd been protected by a wizard from the moment he arrived in this world, and so he'd never seen the darker side of elven nature.

      “So there’s a pocket of elves from before the Frozen Blood Witch, and Wargod Grognak recreated elven civilization according to their own designs?” The prospect was actually a little exciting. There were so few records of the previous elven golden ages, but what little there were had always included incredible cultivation techniques and artifacts that were unheard of for elven scholars today. Even now, nearly every flying sword in existence was an artifact from one of those bygone eras. Argona was only just understanding how complex those things were and how skilled elvish craftswomen of old had to be to make so many of them. And Argona’s skill was far beyond that of most craftswomen in Deania.

      “Not a pocket,” Sam corrected. “Their actual civilization. Or at least the branch strong enough to produce sorcerers and demigods aplenty. Far more than we have today. The Primordial World is a strange place, and it connects to all other extra-dimensional spaces in the Ten Thousand Worlds, like the one where the Timeweavers dwell. It’s a confusing mishmash where time and space don’t make as much sense as they do here. Even though those elves of the distant past entered the Primordial World long ago before the collapse of their civilization, we can still interact with them because we’re interacting with the same timeline.”

      I pinched my temples. “Great. More time travel.”

      “Afraid so. Studying the Primordial World is what lets me create the pocket space the Fateweaver Society calls home. The gateway Dean and I built to get there became the prototype for the item that powers that hidden realm. If you like, you can think of it like an assemblage of different dimensions all linked to one another. What happens in one of them sometimes affects those later down the chain. Sometimes it doesn't. It all depends on the whims of fate.”

      “Alright,” I sighed. “Tell me what I have to do to keep my magic working in such a wacky place.”

      I’d heard a little of what Sam told me already. Being a sorcerer differed from being a wizard in that I knew I had the power to imprint my will on the world.

      “Out here, that will do absolutely nothing,” Sam explained. “The laws of this universe are too strong for a mere sorcerer to overcome. You’d have to reach demigod for that. But in most of the alternate dimensions in the Ten Thousand Worlds, the laws of the universe are in flux. Even a sorcerer can twist and bend them. Heck, a sorcerer has to twist and bend them if they want to accomplish anything, because the magic you’re used to here might not exist there. We’re going to go through your entire list of spells and condense your abilities down to your most essential skills. Then we’re going to work on implementing the power of a sorcerer into it.”

      Sam accompanied me into the Cultivation Chamber. Recently, the chamber had been a tiny cramped spot with barely enough room for one person to stay for long, but it had expanded to become a bit more luxurious thanks to the recent upgrades. It was larger and had a proper sink and shower off to the side. There were a couple of chairs to go with the rugged floor mat I was used to, and it felt more like a bunker than a tiny isolated chamber.

      It was still a far cry from Tivana’s mother’s cultivation chamber with her massive hot tub and sex dungeon, but for me, those would only be distractions. I came here to work, not play.

      Sam made himself comfortable while I turned up the time dilation. He chatted with Mac about my abilities, and with a quill and paper, he helped me map the flow of zeal throughout my body, at least for my elven spirit cultivation.

      “Your body cultivation should work fine,” Sam explained. “I’ve never heard of body cultivators needing to do any preparation to enter the Primordial World. If you do need help with that, though, you’ll have to ask someone else. I never even made it to Stone Skin when I tried orcish body cultivation. It just wasn’t my thing. But for your elvish spirit cultivation, here’s how I’m proposing we rework your spells.”

      Sam laid out all my abilities, one after another. He told me what I needed, and I used my understanding of my spells to make suggestions, which he improved upon based on his knowledge of magic and the Primordial World.

      One by one, he and Mac helped me reorganize all of my powers into something that would both be coherent and more effective in extradimensional spaces like the Primordial World.

      The first thing we did was formalize the list of spells that I constantly kept active anyway, such as Heart of the Mountain. That ability had been increasing my physical endurance for as long as I could remember.

      The only change now was that Sam knew a trick to make passive spells consume zeal from the portion I absorbed, meaning it wouldn’t be a burden on my spellcasting ability at all and would take no conscious thought at all to maintain. The spell would essentially become a part of me, like a magical organ.

      Quicksilver Thought was active all the time as well, adding speed to my reaction time and my ability to form complex plans in the heat of the moment. Its improved form under the name Quadruple Parallel Thought was now easy enough to cast. I could add that to the mix of passive abilities, massively enhancing the number of things I could concentrate on at once without even thinking about casting the spell.

      Supremacy was another spell I wanted on all the time. Though it cost zeal, there were few downsides to making my spells harder for other earth cultivators to seize control of.

      “Yeah, that spell will also protect any ability you use in the Primordial World from being eaten away by the natural chaos that exists there. You’ll want to use that all the time. Most elves who go to the Primordial World have to spend a significant amount of zeal to do anything in the Primordial World. This ability will make you far more efficient at everything you do.” Sam looked down at the sheet where he was listing my abilities and plans for them with an envious expression.

      I stood a little taller. I had an ability that a former demigod thought was enviable. Anyone else in Deania would swoon with pride.

      I made a list of all the spells I wanted active all the time, besides the ones Sam listed. Besides the ones that were already a part of my World Titan Fiendbody like Extraordinary Senses and Absolute Bodily Defense, which protected me from disease and falling for one of my children’s bucket over-the-door pranks, I also wanted Unbreakable and Synchrony of the Heart active all the time. The former would enhance my defenses, and the latter would help whoever I was with.

      “What about when you’re not with any of your women?” Sam asked when I suggested making Synchrony of the Heart constantly active.

      I shot a look at him, then gestured to the castle above us, where there were literally hundreds of women waiting for me.

      “Right, I suppose you always have someone hanging off your arm. You must be wondering why a dozen elves haven't come running for me the moment rumor spread that I was around again. Part of that is the whole issue of being a Timeweaver puppet. The rest... well...” Sam let out a long sigh, probably thinking about his own lovers. He had spoken little of them, but from the history books I’d read, a few of them had passed away hundreds of years ago, unable to cultivate far enough to extend their lifespans. Others, like Melise’s master, were probably not talking to him until he was fully himself again. They’d had enough of evil clones.

      “This will be your primary offensive ability,” Sam said. “It combines your earth body cultivation and spirit cultivation in a way more tightly knit than even I can explain. Based on our early tests, it should be extremely resistant to any external tampering, should apply to any melee weapon that is strong enough to take the strain, and will be effective against any foe you can actually hit.”

      

  





SHATTERING STRIKE

      
        	A combination of Embrittling Palm, Five Fierce Furious Fists, Corrosive Touch, Titanic Force, Magical Shattering, and Return to Dust.

        	This ability allows for the expulsion of tremendous quantities of earth zeal throughout the user’s entire body, synchronizing spirit and body cultivation for a physical blow of devastating power. This ability will be exceptionally potent at shattering physical and magical defenses.

      

      “But even more important than being able to fight is being able to stay alive. In that end, the rest of your best abilities will be going into this defensive combination spell.”

      

  





EARTH MANIPULATION

      
        	A combination of Gravitational Control, Unearthly Movement, Sword Storm, and Layered Durability.

        	This ability will allow for the creation and manipulation of earth into mobile hovering defensive items. Though weaker than its constituent abilities, this method of control at a fundamental level renders all actions more difficult to disrupt, either by the magical properties of an external environment or other earth cultivators.

      

      I frowned as I remembered our tests of this combination ability. It had been suspiciously similar to the power my evil robotic twin had used to defend himself. Had he gone down a similar line of thought when creating that ability?

      Sam ignored my moment of introspection and continued on. “In addition to these physical defenses, we’ve also got a rather incredible escape and regeneration skill that will let you slip out of almost any form of danger. I’m quite jealous of this one as well. It’s only possible because of the tremendous power of your orcish body cultivation.”

      

  





MOLECULAR REARRANGEMENT

      
        	A combination of Cloud Shift, Bodily Supremacy, Complete Regeneration, Absolute Bodily Defense, and Unearthly Movement.

        	This ability allows for the user to dissolve their body into constituent atoms and completely reform. This ability can heal all non-magical wounds and restores the body to a healthy state.

      

      “And then last but certainly not least, we have two refined abilities for mental defense and offense.”

      

  





MENTAL DEFENSES

      
        	A combination of Mind Trap, Draconic Roar, and the innate defenses of Master of the Inner Castle.

        	This ability renders the user’s mind an incredibly hostile place for other entities to enter, and they will suffer constant assault should they choose to invade.

      

      

  





MENTAL MANIPULATION

      
        	A combination of Memory Modification, Illusory Pain, Read Intent, and Possession.

        	When used passively, this ability grants the user knowledge over a target’s inner mental state. When used more aggressively, it can be used to manipulate memories and even take temporary control over the target’s bodies. However, they will resist unless measures are taken to incapacitate them before possession.

      

      I frowned at the last ability. It had been Sam and Mac’s idea. Mental Manipulation seemed to be a slippery slope to becoming suspiciously like the Cult of the Unblinking Eye. Just reading their emotions was one thing, but there was a reason I never used my Possession spell, despite getting it with one of my layers of mind wizardry.

      “Are you certain we can’t develop some other ability?” I asked.

      But Sam shook his head. “The Cult of the Unblinking Eye may be unsavory, but they have grown quite powerful for a reason. They know how to use mind magic. Besides, it isn’t the weapon that makes a man evil. It’s his actions. If you don’t want to use the possession aspect of the spell, then just don’t use it.”

      That made me feel a little better, though not entirely.

      [Master, don’t forget about me!] Minerva said from inside my head. Sam and Mac had helped me rework her abilities as well.

      “What about my death spells?” I asked Sam.

      “Right, about those.” Sam frowned. “They won’t be as effective in the Primordial World as your earth spells. Death cultivators either do very well or very poorly, depending on how life and death work in the pocket world they’re in. Some regions of the Primordial World leave necromancers very strong. In others, they’re reduced to half-assed healers. It really depends. That you’re a sorcerer in the earth aspect alone means your death spells won’t be too effective until you reach the sorcerer realm in the death aspect, at which point you can reinforce death spells the same way you have your earth spells. For now, we can come up with one or two relatively redundant spells that should work wherever you are.”

      

  





TOUCH OF UNDEATH

      
        	This ability combines Create Undead, Soul Eater, Banshee’s Cry, and Necrosis.

        	This ability allows the user to extract death zeal from a victim, draining them of life. The power of this spell is proportional to the power of the target drained and the capabilities of the undead on the dimension in which it is cast.

      

      

  





FRAGMENT OF WILL

      
        	This ability is a combination of Undead Abomination Manifestation, Ghost Manifestation, and Summon Death Spirit.

        	It enables the user to bestow any other element with a fragment of undead will, bestowing it with a semblance of will and dramatically reducing the costs of creating an undead minion.

      

      “The first ability is relatively self-explanatory. Touch someone to drain their energy. You won’t even need to think about it since your death spirit will be doing it for you whenever she senses the opportunity.” Sam pressed his pen to the paper, finishing the last lines of the first spell as he spoke.

      “And the second?”

      “Fragment of Will, on the other hand, is something that will need your support. In any pocket world without death zeal, necromancers can’t pluck undead armies out of thin air. That’s something relatively unique to our world. In those places, a necromancer would have to first create a vessel to house their undead spirit. You can cheat. You’ve already told me about your experiments with earth golems. Just do that, only now they’ll be undead earth golems.”

      “That way, I won’t have to kill something first before turning into an undead minion. I can just make my own.” I smiled at the thought, and Minerva seemed excited as well. Her powers were already useful, but she was very fond of the idea of letting my magic intertwine with her even further. Since she was a magical being, having my magic wrap around her felt a lot like a warm hug.

      “Thank you for all your help, Sam,” I said as he dusted himself off. I wasn’t sure how long we’d spent in the Cultivation Chamber, but with the time dilation up so high, it had probably been a couple of weeks at least. Sam had been sitting in that chair the entire time, and a thin layer of dust had collected over his clothes as he scribbled and thought. “I can take the rest from here. There are spells to learn and a weapon to build. I’ll meet you on the outside with Tivana, and then the two of us are going on an adventure.”

      Sam cast me a parting smile as he headed up the ladder. “Good luck, Theo! I have my own preparations to make. When we go in, I intend to ensure things go better for us than it did for Dean and me!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After Sam left, I settled down cross-legged in the Cultivation Chamber. The Wanderer asked for its payment, which was nothing much to me these days. The passive point loss was less than I’d picked up killing that Juvenile Devil Dragon and well worth the time I’d save by letting The Wanderer insert these new abilities into my head.

      -2000 points. Now uploading modified skills...

      There was a brief but sharp pain in the back of my skull. When I’d first come to this world, something like this would have put me on the ground, crying my eyes out. It was like someone had planted a series of bombs inside my skull and was detonating another one every couple of seconds.

      But between my incredible mind and body cultivation, these skill uploads weren’t nearly as scary as they had been in the past. I shrugged them off like the brief tickles they were, and soon the skills were available to me just as I’d envisioned them.

      Though I’d been able to use most of these abilities while I was theorizing with Sam, now I knew these spells like the back of my hand. It was as though I’d spent a hundred years practicing with them every day, and now the zeal flowed through me in patterns that were incredibly familiar.

      After these new skills were learned, I worked on the second project I wanted done before heading into the Primordial World. It was past time I made another version of Spell Eater.

      Yorik had pulled the last one out of the elemental’s foot it had been stuck in, but it had become clear to me that the weapon wasn’t up to the caliber of foe I had to fight.

      My leisurely venture into the nuances of nuclear physics had suggested interesting new directions to take my earth magic. What were those strange new zeal particles my nuclear explosion had created? And how could I harness that kind of power?

      I wanted to find out. And so I designed the latest iteration of Spell Eater.

      The power source for the device was, of course, a nuclear reactor.

      I cheated a bit in its creation, though. Building a nuclear reactor inside of my weapon would have been incredibly tough. So I just used the largest of the nuclear reactors in the Hearthwood.

      Doing so was rather difficult, but with Tivana’s help, Argona could create a fingernail-sized special gateway that worked much like my Pocket World passage, only far smaller.

      Elves considered them impractical because of the high energy requirements to maintain them and the fact that nothing of useful size could be shoved through them. They also had a physical limit as to how far I could stretch space, so they wouldn’t work if I wanted to visit other planets on this plane of existence.

      But the Primordial World was a different story. It was simultaneously far away and right next door. A few questions thrown Sam’s way told me that Dean had one of these devices rigged up to the capital of Deania. It was nothing more than a little light, but it was enough to assure Tivana and her mother that Dean wasn’t dead even if they couldn’t contact him at the moment.

      So I’d use one of these to power the fifth version of Spell Eater. While I was gone, Mac and Argona would work to add the other nuclear reactors I’d built to the mix, funneling a truly huge quantity of power towards my weapon whenever I needed it.

      The first thing I did was construct a giant maser, the radioactive cousin of the laser. Discovering my enhanced senses could see high-energy particles made constructing it considerably easier. Soon, I could fire an impressive beam of energy from my spear that would bore a hole into a mountain, given enough time.

      It wouldn’t do as much damage as my fist, but most of my spells required relatively close range, so I wanted a solution I could use from afar.

      Besides the maser, a sturdy adamantium and steel body positively flooded with earth zeal meant the weapon was sturdy enough to take the beating only I could put it through. It was incredibly tough and strong, and I wasn’t sure I could break the spear even when I exerted my full strength. With any luck, it would remain suitable for me up until I reached Diamond Skin body cultivation.

      Now, even with a giant maser to work with, I still wasn’t making good use of the power output of a massive nuclear reactor. The raw energy output of the device impressed Argona when I showed her how it worked, and she suggested integrating it with my flying sword. She’d been studying the enchantment as of late. Between the two of us, we could make something faster than anything I had before.

      That hadn’t been too important here on the World of Sanctuary and Serenity, where I could just dive into a ley line or use a teleportation array and be across the continent in an afternoon, but who knew what was waiting for me in the Primordial World?

      I verified Minerva could use her draining ability through this new version of Spell Eater, and Shattering Strike worked fine. With all of that settled, that was most of what I wanted to accomplish with this new design. Compared to the bells and whistles of the multi-headed monstrosity that had been the last version of Spell Eater, this version looked rather plain. But any cultivator with mage sight could take one glance at it and realize there were astronomical quantities of zeal flowing through it.

      Most of that zeal was of the earth aspect, but there was just a tiny bit that would be entirely unfamiliar. Those were the exotic zeal particles generated by this process. For now, all I was doing was collecting them inside the shaft of my spear. Perhaps they’d be useful someday. Until now, they were merely highly radioactive and would act as a deadly poison that would leech out of the tip of my weapon and kill anyone I struck with Spell Eater’s tip.

      The Primordial World wouldn’t know what hit it.

    

  







            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      “Safe journeys, Father!” Comela said at my going-away party.

      “Tell me how that new flying sword enchantment works on Spell Eater,” Argona said. “That’s my latest iteration, copied off a wizard-ranked flying sword. But I think I can make it even better with more trial and error.”

      “Of course, to both of you.” I rubbed the heads of my two adorable girls. “And I’ll bring back souvenirs from the Primordial World if I see anything nice. I’ll send it through the Dimensional Storage.”

      Really, this entire party was a bit of overkill. With the Pocket World Passage, I’d only ever be a quick walk from the Hearthwood. Sure, this trip could last a few weeks or months if Sam and Dean were hard to find, but if I wanted to give up the search, I could go home at any time.

      “Are you certain we can’t come with you?” Sava asked, expression full of worry. Behind her was Assyrus, Yorik, Eltiana, Korra, and all the others still in the Hearthwood.

      I shook my head. “Sam’s made it very clear. The only reason I’m strong enough to go now is that I hit the sorcerer realm. The same can’t be said for all of you. If you want to join me, cultivate hard and reach the sorcerer realm soon!”

      Sava pouted. She’d been trying her hardest to do just that. But even with all the benefits The Wanderer was providing her and my other women, I had cultivated too fast for them to do more than chase the dust left in my wake.

      The rest of my women were also grumbling to themselves. I would miss them, but really, they were acting like I’d be gone for years. This wouldn’t be much more than a trip around the corner to look for Sam and Dean.

      “What about those two sorcerers from the Ancient Tree Temple?” Sava asked. “They seemed eager to please you. Maybe you could bring them along for safety’s sake? If some powerful demigod monster is chasing you, you could order them to buy you time to escape, and they’d probably do it.”

      I shook my head. “They’re still in recovery. They may say they’re fine, but I want them to stay here a while longer to be sure. If I really need backup, I’ll call for it. But remember, I’m not going into the Primordial World to fight powerful monsters or look for ways to become more powerful. I’m just going to find Sam and Dean and bring them home. The entire continent will feel a lot more stable once they’re back.”

      Though while I was at it, I was also going to scout out the Timeweavers. They’d withdrawn from Deania for now, but I didn’t trust them to stay away for long. I didn’t mention that second goal to Sava and the rest of my women, though, lest they worry.

      “Hey, Sam! It’s time to get going!” I yelled to my old buddy. He held his walking cane propped up over his shoulder, and though he still seemed unsteady on his feet, he made his way to the Teleportation Array without using the cane once.

      I waved goodbye to all my loved ones, promising I’d see them again soon.

      Not wanting a long, teary-eyed series of goodbyes, I made my escape. “Mac, activate the teleportation array.”

      Space twisted around us, and the world turned into a bright and empty field of white. Sam winced as the spatial distortions nipped at his already-weakened body, but I could completely ignore the effects of the teleportation.

      The light faded, and a pair of royal guards holding spears and standing at attention immediately greeted us. One of them was Amisra.

      “Patriarch of the Hearthwood Clan, Fateweaver Samuel. Come, Princess Tivana is expecting you,” Amisra said.

      “Greeted by the captain of the guard herself.” I grinned as Amisra blushed. “We’re honored.”

      “Psst, captain! The queen said we aren’t supposed to call Princess Tivana by her title until her vacation is over!” the guard by Tivana whispered.

      Amisra scowled. “Fine. Tivana has been waiting for her lover. Best hurry. The queen is bored today, and she’s been playing with that crown she found. Every set of underwear has gone missing in the entire city.”

      “Thrilling,” Sam said dryly. “Then I’m going to head over to the gate the short way. I’m afraid you can’t follow, Theo. Distract little Queen Lyanva for a bit, please. She can be quite a menace, and the last thing I want is to be in a room with her while her cultivation is superior to mine.”

      Sam touched a wall that seemed completely identical to the rest of the structure, housing the teleportation array. But when Sam brushed his hand against the smooth stone there, embers of fate zeal burst forth and enveloped his entire body. They swirled around him for a few moments before vanishing, taking Sam with them.

      Queen Lyanva didn’t seem that bad based on my brief meeting with her. She’d been extremely drunk the last time I’d seen her, but she could run the nation of Deania reasonably well. Part of that was because the power of a demigod allowed her to rule as she saw fit with no army of supporters. Her powers alone were enough to enforce her will.

      But the mere fact that people still paid their taxes and bowed to the crown meant she couldn’t be that bad, right?

      “Oh, son-in-law!” a girlish voice echoed out through the castle walls. “Come here! I want to hear all about how you screwed my daughter!”

      I groaned.

      The world warped around me, and I realized I was caught in some sort of powerful space warping spell. I could have escaped it if I wanted to, but that would just have made the queen even more eager and playful.

      When the spell faded, I found myself in a dungeon. Not the sinister metal and chains kind of dungeon, though there was plenty of that to be found. Instead, this dungeon was full of plush black and pink leather straps. Instead of torture implements, the countless devices all around the room were tipped with distinctly phallic shapes, and the entire area had the hot and heady scent of sex.

      “Like my dungeon, son-in-law?” Queen Lyanva asked playfully. “I just got that device behind you. I had it made from one of my father’s books! He called it a wooden horse. What do you say we grab some criminal out of the dungeons and put her on it to test it out? Just you and me, some friendly son-in-law and mother-in-law bonding time?”

      I bit my lip to keep any expression other than complete neutrality from appearing on my face.

      Instead of looking like Tivana’s mother, Queen Lyanva looked and acted more like Tivana’s over-energetic little sister. Even though she was hundreds of years old, she was physically smaller than her daughter. Either Tivana's father was tall or Dean's height skipped a generation. Perhaps it had something to do with her being half-human instead of one-quarter. Or maybe the fact that she had cultivated so fast had slowed her aging to a crawl.

      Whatever it was, she only barely looked old enough to be wearing the tight-fitting assortment of black leather straps she had on, and I was avoiding looking anywhere but her face.

      “As nice as that sounds, your highness, I don’t really have the time for that today. I’m going to the Primordial World with Tivana.”

      Queen Lyanva groaned. “Theo! Just call me mother! Though now that I think about it, I’d actually prefer it if you called me mommy...”

      I held up a hand. “Thank you for the offer, your highness, but this is a rather pressing matter. I have to find your father, Dean as well as Sam’s original body and bring them both home. The entire region needs their presence if we’re to truly stand up to the Cult of the Unblinking Eye and their agents.”

      Queen Lyanva pouted. “Fine. I was hoping you’d tell me all about how you and Tivana were getting along. But I suppose if you’re too busy, I’ll amuse myself with the prisoners in the dungeon. And I’ll do it all sad and alone because you don’t want to play with me.”

      She looked pitiable wearing such a miserable and lonely expression, and I nearly changed my mind before I remembered how she intended to play. That was not my idea of bonding time with my mother-in-law.

      “Well then, I’ll be going...” I started slipping away. I was lucky to get out of this so easily.

      “Oh, one more thing!” Queen Lyanva said just as I was about to slip out the door. “I heard you released your prisoner the other day. Tim from the Cult of the Unblinking Eye?”

      Mac had been logging Tim’s locations. He’d stopped in Bronzeridge for a few hours to clean up and then briefly visited the capital. Queen Lyanva must have seen him then.

      “I did. It was part of a deal to cure my son of a curse,” I explained.

      Lyanva shrugged her shoulders. “He was your prisoner. I would have just told him I was letting him go, then thrown him right back in my dungeon after he’d done his part. In fact, I thought about grabbing him when he was in my territory, but he slipped out of my reach just in time!”

      Mac’s records of Tim’s location ended here in the capital. When he mentioned it, he and I suspected that Tim had ditched his supplies here and bought new ones. Bronzeridge wouldn’t have had a flying sword or bag of holding of the quality he’d want, so he’d have to come here. That was the only thing Mac and I could figure at his brief appearance here, followed by his even more sudden disappearance.

      “Yes, it was quite strange. He was rather interested in my father’s old gateway, the same one Tivana is waiting for you at. He slipped through it into the Primordial World just before I caught him!”

      My heart stopped for a moment. Tim was in the Primordial World? No wonder Argona’s tracking system had cut off.

      “Thanks for letting me know, your majesty.” I ran my fingers over my chin, deep in thought, as I departed.
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        * * *

      

      Thanks to a bit of help from Amisra, I soon found Tivana and made my way to the gateway Sam and Dean had used to enter the Primordial World.

      The gateway took the form of an arch on a pedestal. It was half-buried in the ground and had seven triangles of glowing light embedded along with it. Countless magical symbols lined the sides, and then the center of two rings was slowly rotating to align various symbols along the outer ring.

      Sam was hunched over a dialing device, which had a series of identical symbols on it. “And chevron seven is locked! We have a connection, and the way is clear. I’ve set the destination to the same place Dean and I arrived at when we went missing. The gate can only hold this position for thirty-eight minutes at most, so let’s not hang around here too long. Everyone got their things?”

      Sam gestured to the pack on his back. Tivana had something similar. Bags of holding didn’t work properly in the Primordial World, according to Sam. They’d need to carry their supplies like common heartwielders.

      Fortunately, my tests with Sam and my experience with being in an extradimensional space created by the Timeweavers told me that my Dimensional Storage would work just fine. So I walked light on my feet carrying nothing other than Spell Eater, which was loosely propped up over my shoulder in case of danger.

      “I’m ready. Let’s head in.”

      Sam hit the big red button in the center of his dialing device, and the inner ring sprung to life. A hazy blue wall that looked like standing water appeared before me, and the three of us walked through.

      The world shifted and twisted around us. It was reminiscent of the teleportation array and the queen’s space warping spells to some extent, although this was more powerful than either by an order of magnitude. I couldn’t have broken out of this, even with all my strength.

      When we emerged on the other side, I immediately noticed something was missing.

      I couldn’t place it at first. Something ever-present over the last few years had been taken away. I imagined a fish who’d lived all its life in the water would feel much the same when pulled onto dry land.

      I only realized what was missing when I looked at the ground. There were no ley lines here, which meant my Unearthly Movement skill would be useless. No, more than that, there was no earth zeal here.

      Looking around with mage sight, I realized there was no zeal at all! This place was completely devoid of the magic of the kind I was used to.

      But it was by no means devoid of magic. With a start, I realized the earth I stood upon came to a sudden end not far from where I was standing.

      “This is a floating island...” I muttered as I looked around. I peered over the cliff and saw nothing but an endless empty expanse beneath us, disturbed only by the presence of other great masses of stone.

      Tivana saw the flying islands and shrugged. “So it’s like the capital, only instead of a couple of flying mountains, it’s a bunch.”

      I chuckled. For a moment there, I’d been thinking like a man from Earth. To me, the concept of a world filled with floating islands was something fantastical and incredible. But it was just another day for someone like Tivana.

      Behind us, the gateway sputtered out and died.

      “So here we are in the Primordial World. Watch your step, or you’ll fall into the endless sea of chaos.” Sam pointed to the edge of the island.

      “I take it that would be a very bad thing.” I peered over the edge of the cliff. It looked mostly like the empty sky, with streaks of various colors strewn throughout it.

      “Reality in this place is only barely held together by the conscious beings from outside the Primordial World within it. You’ll notice this region is completely filled with floating islands. I don’t know who came up with that idea, but it stuck, and now the whole region is like this,” Sam said.

      “If we stop believing, the island will vanish?” Tivana had a nervous look on her face as she stared at the ground beneath our feet.

      “Pretty much. Dean and I couldn’t figure out how it works. The consensus is that it’s best not to think about it too much. Treat it like you would any set of magical floating islands, and that’s how it’ll behave. Just make sure not to stay in the sea of chaos between islands too long. Wizards die pretty quick out there. Sorcerers can last a bit longer though. I seem to recall we went this way the last time I was here,” Sam said as he pointed in a random direction.

      “Seem to recall?” I asked with a raised eyebrow. “That doesn’t sound too certain.”

      “My memories are still hazy. They get hazier the harder I try to remember my capture. That probably has to do with the state my original body is in. The Timeweavers were trying to trap my mind,” Sam replied.

      “So you mean to say the closer we get, the closer we’re going to get to heading in blind?” I grimaced. I didn’t like the sound of that, though Sam had told me these details before. I’d originally been hopeful finding Sam and Dean would be the work of a few days, but with Sam’s memories on the fritz, I couldn’t count on him to lead me where we wanted to go. We’d need to follow a trail the old-fashioned way.

      “That’s the bad news. The good news is that time moves weirdly here. It may have been decades outside, but nowhere near as much time has passed here. In fact...” Sam squinted at a patch of mud.

      I wasn’t certain what he was looking at. All I saw was dirt, and I was an earth cultivator. I knew dirt better than just about anybody else.

      But then Sam waved his hand. Fate zeal sprung from his palm, washing over the soil and changing it. The working of magic seemed to take far more out of Sam than it should have, considering the tiny scale of the spell, but Sam had said that magic was harder to use in some regions of the Primordial World. This had to be one of them.

      When his spell faded, it revealed an old, weathered boot print. I squinted at it. The print was far too large to be left by an elf, and the pattern on the sole looked like something I would have seen on Earth. Sam and Dean had done a lot of work recreating the conveniences we were used to back home. This had to be them.

      Sam confirmed my suspicions a moment later.

      “This is Dean’s boot print, roughly four months old. We were lucky. I knew we’d enter the Primordial World at roughly the same time as we did before since I used the same coordinates, but four months is better than I thought considering how many years have passed outside.”

      “Excellent. Now we have a trail to follow.” I grinned as I bent to the ground. We guessed where another boot print would appear, and Sam used his spell again to confirm.

      The trail led us over most of the island, wobbling back and forth. Sam and Dean hadn’t had a clue where they were going when they made these tracks, and the shaky path they took was a tribute to that.

      “Looks like the two of you did a bit of sightseeing,” I chuckled as Dean’s prints took another sharp turn.

      “Look at the stuff around us,” Tivana said. Her eyes had been glued to the trees, grass, and rocks ever since the moment we arrived.

      At first glance, the island looked like nothing more than a normal forest. The trees weren’t even particularly tall or strong relative to what I was used to in the Hearthwood. Without zeal, I had dismissed them as nothing more than normal trees. But Tivana saw something more, so I scanned one tree with The Wanderer.

      

  





PRIMORDIAL TREE

      This tree has grown in the energies of the Primordial World. It is exceptionally durable.

      I looked at the rocks, grass, and even the dirt. All of it bore the same primordial moniker.

      Deciding to test this claim for strength and durability, I punched the largest boulder I could find.

      “Ouch!” I winced and shook out my hand. Looking at the boulder, I didn’t see a scratch. Durable was an understatement. While I hadn’t much strength in that punch, I could normally shatter boulders with a finger. That this thing held up to me meant that this ordinary rock was one of the toughest things I’d ever seen.

      “I told you that would happen,” Sam chuckled.

      “I know. And I suspected you were right,” I replied. “I just had to see it for myself.”

      I shook out my hand a little more. While the rock was tough, my regeneration still worked just as well as it always did, and the pain went away in moments.

      “Help me harvest some of this stuff,” I said. “I want to send samples back to the Hearthwood.”

      I tested Spell Eater against the trunk of one of the huge trees. Back in the Hearthwood, I’d be able to fell the tree with one swing. Now, all I took from the trunk were tiny chips of wood. I picked a modest branch and settled for that, along with a few rocks and a bit of dirt. I’d save becoming a lumberjack for if and when my people back home found a use for stuff like this.

      Though it was incredibly strong and would have some uses for me, it might be too strong for them. The Hearthwood’s craftswomen might be completely unable to work with it.

      We continued through the forest, and I picked up odds and ends here and there like little seeds. There were a few flies buzzing about, which it horrified me to learn were also primordial.

      That meant they were exceptionally tough. The force they rammed me with would probably have been enough to kill a mage acolyte outright. No wonder Sam didn’t want anyone who wasn’t a sorcerer coming here. Even the insects would be lethal to them. I would need to be careful and make sure none of them slipped into the Hearthwood through the items I was placing in my Dimensional Storage.

      Other than bugs, we encountered no other sizable lifeforms, and we soon found the end of the trail. There, we overlooked a precipice that led straight down at the edge of the island.

      “Alright, so how do we get from one island to the next?” I asked.

      There was another island straight ahead of us, and that’s where the tracks were leading. We just had to figure out how to get there.

      “There are a couple of ways,” Sam replied. “There isn’t any land between the flying islands, but there’s plenty of air. We could fly across or just jump. Some of the more developed islands have bridges spanning them, but on these wild ones, you’ve got to make it across the hard way.”

      I was glad to have my newest iteration of Spell Eater.

      “Anyone caught here without a flying sword, or a flight spell would be in for some serious trouble,” I said as I hopped on top of Spell Eater. Tivana was about to pull out her own flying cloud, but I pulled her up onto Spell Eater as well. It was plenty large enough for the both of us. I wrapped my arms around her.

      “Theo?” Tivana cocked a questioning gaze at me, though she settled into my arms.

      “Argona said this enchantment was more than good enough to carry two, but she asked that I give it a thorough test anyway.” I winked at Sam as I pulled Tivana tight.

      Sam shook his head and mounted his own flying sword, and we were soon headed off to the next island.

      The islands had more distance between them, and the trip would have taken hours on the first flying sword I’d owned. Fortunately, this new one Argona and I designed was far faster, and the nuclear power source within it meant I could push the enchantments to their absolute limits.

      “Is it safe to go this fast?” Tivana asked as we flew circles around Sam.

      “This?” I grinned. “This is nothing. We could take this thing up to ten times its current speed!”

      At those words, Tivana clung tighter to me. But that only made me want to go even faster. Her fingers dug into my waist as she peered around my shoulder. I leaned over and planted a kiss on her forehead.

      We landed on the next island just ahead of Sam, who was hurrying along as fast as his own flying sword could carry him.

      “There you go! I knew you could give that ride of yours a little more juice!” I laughed as Sam’s speed tripled in an instant. His flying sword glowed red as he burned out the enchantments in it from the amount of power he was dumping into them.

      But Sam didn’t reply. His expression had turned gravely serious. He deftly swerved, just as space fractured where he’d been a moment before.

      A massive flying fish with its mouth opened wide appeared where he’d been flying.

      Tivana jumped off my flying sword and readied her weapon. I rushed toward Sam riding Spell Eater, scanning the massive beast as it emerged from the spatial rift.

      The thing that emerged was beyond my wildest expectations. In terms of scale, it was massive. It was every bit as large as that massive dragon corpse buried beneath the Hearthwood. But unlike that corpse, this thing was alive and well.

      It was halfway between a whale and a bird. It had the wide mouth and face of a fish but had a pair of feathered wings that flapped behind it in a slightly off-sync rhythm that reminded me of a dragonfly. Brilliant blue lights trailed behind it as it soared through the space between islands, and the light shining down from the countless stars, moons, and glowing lights overhead was blocked by the tremendous expanse of its wings.

      The creature was massive enough to be a small moon. Sam, Tivana, and I could link hands to stretch out our arms and just barely touch the corners of a single scale covering the enormous creature. And there had to be billions of scales covering its body.

      I reached Sam and pulled him onto Spell Eater just in time. At full speed, I got us out of there as fast as we could. Sam had been in the middle of casting some spell I didn’t recognize, and when he jumped over to Spell Eater, he used it. A sphere of golden light enveloped Sam and me, and the world seemed to slow down as time sped up within the bubble.

      We made it clear of the gargantuan creature just in time. Its body washed by us like an endless river of flesh. Though it looked slow from afar, the speed with which it swam through the void between floating islands was great enough to travel the void between worlds. Before a creature like this, mountains and rivers were like uncut grass and the dew adorning them. They would be nothing more than something to be shouldered aside as it passed.

      Over the past few months, I’d become used to being able to punch things a lot bigger than I was and be alright. Usually, I could even cast Might of a Giant and even the size advantage a little.

      But with a creature this big, even with my enlargement spell, I’d be nothing more than a gnat before it. Without it, I was like a speck of dust on the wind. I used The Wanderer to examine the creature’s strength, and my face paled as I took its power in.

      

  





SKY MONARCH KUN PENG (LATE DEMIGOD, LEVEL 59)

      
        	This massive beast is a hair away from immortal ascension. It is a solitary creature capable of traveling between both planets and the alternate dimensions of the Primordial World. This creature can devour incredible quantities of living and dead matter and can use both to generate its own source of magic.

        	The feathers and scales of a Kun Peng hold some of the creatures’ mystical properties. Their bellies often hold the treasures of many worlds inside them. They are not innately aggressive creatures but can be devastating if provoked.

      

      Sam and I landed next to Tivana, whose eyes were wide as she pointed back to the massive creature. As we watched, it opened its hulking jaws wide and devoured the island we’d been standing on recently. In one bite, like a fish sucking in a worm, the Kun Peng ate the entire flying island.

      “That flying island was three times as large as the mountains around the capital. And that creature just ate it...” Tivana’s face was as pale as my own.

      Sam recovered first. “Yes, that was one of the natural hazards you might encounter in these parts. Even if I was at full power, I wouldn’t have wanted to pick a fight with that thing. Now? I don’t even want to be near it. Come on, let’s get—“

      Sam’s voice cut short when a shadow passed over us again. For a moment, we thought the Kun Peng was coming for our island as well, and I was scrambling to get Sam and Tivana both on Spell Eater.

      But the shadow was not the Kun Peng, though it came from that massive beast.

      The Kun Peng’s tail over our heads excreted a huge load of vicious bird droppings. It fell to the island we were standing on, so large the island had a mountain on top of it.

      Gooey white bird droppings sprayed everywhere. Tivana activated a space barrier, and Sam touched a shield enchantment on his wrist. In the end, only I was covered head to toe in giant monster droppings as the Kun Peng’s shit covered the entire island.

      I sat as still as I could, silent and stinking until the Kun Peng was gone. We all stayed as quiet as possible until the huge, powerful beast was gone.

      After it was out of sight, Sam was the first to declare the crisis over.

      “Looks like it didn’t care about us. Most of those big, powerful creatures will just ignore sorcerers like the two of you, but it never pays to be too careful. It’s alright now though.” Sam smiled, calm and collected once again. “Also, Theo, if you don’t get that stuff off you, you’re going to stink for the entire trip.”

      “Great...” I grumbled and let out a long sigh. I pulled my jacket off and tossed it into my Dimensional Storage. Within moments, Mac realized what must have happened, and an entirely new outfit appeared there, along with a dwarven cleaning stone and a barrel just large enough to wash up in.

      I opted for the cleaning stone. It was a clever little piece of enchantment that rid all debris from the body. Elves were fond of the things, though I was told elves had long since discovered most of them took pictures while in use and sent those images back to the dwarven homeworld.

      Argona had taken it upon herself to disable that feature on any she came across, though, so all the stones back in the Hearthwood were safe.

      When I finally cleaned up, Sam and Tivana were already exploring the area. Sam was bending over, staring at the dirt and shaking his head.

      “Let me guess, this is the end of the trail?” I asked the pair of them.

      Sam shot me a wry smile. “Maybe. Maybe not. If there are more prints, they’re buried under a mountain of shit.” He gestured to the pile of bird poop in front of us.

      “So we’re on our own.” I let out a sigh. There wasn't any zeal on the island. I could move all of this bird poop out of the way, but it would cost me a lot of energy. I’d need to take several trips back to the Hearthwood to recharge, and to get back, I’d need to leave an open portal. I didn’t like the idea of having one of those leading back to the Hearthwood for long.

      Tivana looked at the mountain of bird poop with an expression I’d never quite seen on her face before. I glanced at her curiously, hoping she’d speak her mind.

      “I must admit, this isn’t a task I ever thought I’d need to prepare myself for,” Tivana explained.

      A smile crept up the corners of my face.

      “You mean to say that you, a princess, never thought that after reaching the sorcerer realm, you’d have to spend hours shoveling bird shit?” I burst out laughing.

      Tivana scowled back at me. She was scowling even harder when she realized only she and Sam needed to do any shoveling. I could lean over a steaming pile of bird droppings and send it straight back to the Hearthwood through my Dimensional Storage. Hopefully, this stuff made good fertilizer because we were going to have a lot to get rid of.

      “Lucky...” Tivana pouted as she stared at me, shovel in hand. Mac had sent the shovel through just like the clothes he’d sent me, and now Tivana and Sam were both putting them to good use.

      Then her shovel made an odd dinging noise. Ironwood striking metal had the same light chime as metal on metal, and it caught all of our ears. Tivana dug further, and her next shovel of bird dung revealed something heavy and about the size of my fist.

      I tossed it in the barrel of water Mac had sent me to clean up in, and when it came out, it proved to be a silver bracer studded with gemstones.

      Tivana, Sam, and I were all people of relative means back home thanks to the power of our cultivation, so ordinary silver and gemstones wouldn’t have caught our eye. But each of us could tell at first glance that this silver bracer was anything but ordinary.

      

  





PHOENIX REBIRTH BRACER

      If the wearer of this bracer suffers damage that would otherwise kill them, this bracer will be destroyed and the wearer restored to full health.

      Sam let out a low whistle as I read off the description The Wanderer’s scanner provided me.

      “That’s quite the item. I used to have something like it before I learned to do something similar with fate magic.” Sam had a pleased smile on his face.

      “Well, put it on, Tivana!” I grinned as I grabbed Tivana’s wrist.

      “You sure it’s okay for me to take this?” Tivana looked up at me, afraid I’d think it unfair.

      I grinned. “New rule, whoever digs it up gets to keep it!”

      Tivana’s find doubled the pace at which we dug through the mountainous pile of dung. The two of them were being relatively careful while they shoveled, but thanks to my Dimensional Storage, all I had to do was suck a big load of waste in and see if anything interesting popped out. I’d already spotted two moderately useful items, though neither were powerful enough to do anything for me.

      They’d make good souvenirs to give away to some of my children when I returned, though. And failing that, Mac could always use more merit point rewards for the people of the Hearthwood to work towards.

      Sam found something that increased his physical strength, which he was incredibly pleased with. Lacking bones, he’d had a much tougher time shoveling than Tivana or me, so his speed more than doubled once he put that new amulet around his neck.

      Tivana found a single earring. As far as we could tell, there wasn’t anything magical about it.

      "Sorry, Tivana, but I don't think that one's magical," I said as I inspected the earring with an eye for enchantments.

      Tivana pouted. "I think you're right. I was hoping I just didn't have an experienced enough eye to spot the enchantments, but it must just be an ordinary earring."

      She looked like she was about to toss it back into the dung in disappointment, but I grabbed her wrist. She'd been so excited when she first found it, and I hated seeing that smile turn into a frown.

      "Hold on, I think it would look really good on you, enchanted or not!" I took the earring and placed it onto Tivana's ear. It didn't have a pin in it, but the moment it touched her skin there it clung to it like an adhesive.

      Tivana's eyes lit up at my praise. "You really think it looks good?"

      "It gives you a delicate and charming look, softening that warrior's edge you've got otherwise," I explained. Tivana usually looked more like a warrior princess. It was nice to see her looking a little softer.

      "But I look odd with only one earring. I'm certain it’s part of a set." Tivana frowned.

      "Well then we'll just have to keep digging!"

      From then on, Tivana started digging faster than either me or Sam. Minutes passed and I felt sweat starting to form on my forehead. This Kun Peng poop was heavy stuff. Outside of a fight, I couldn't remember the last time I'd broken a sweat.

      “Theo!” Tivana excitedly exclaimed as she spotted a box lying near to where she was digging. She’d lost all the squeamishness she’d had before we started digging. “I think I found another part of the set! The first earring was in a box just like that one!”

      She was about to scoop it up, but before she could, a sword flew in from a distance and struck the Kun Peng dung. Sam, Tivana, and I all followed its trajectory to see a pair of elves hovering in the air above us.

      One of them spoke. A woman, from the sound of her. There was an air of condescending arrogance about her from her bearing and words. She looked down her nose at us and shouted.

      “Scram, you dirty pack of thieves! This patch of precious poop now belongs to Elven Star Dominion!”

    

  







            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Tivana scowled at the interlopers and used a thread of space magic to latch onto the box she was eying. Tivana’s magic pulled the box into her waiting hands, and she tossed it into the pack, sitting on the ground with the rest of her things.

      The elf who’d spoken moments ago twitched an eyebrow. She hadn’t enjoyed being ignored.

      “Did you not hear me? I lay claim to this mountain of dung in the name of the Elven Star Dominion!” the imperious elf shouted again.

      “What in the Ten Thousand Worlds is the Elven Star Dominion?” I demanded of the newcomers. Looking at them with my scanner, they didn’t seem too strong. They were a bit more powerful than our group, but a bit of power was far from enough to make me balk.

      Elven Star Dominion Sorcerers (Mid Sorcerer, Level 45)

      They were a few levels above Tivana and me, but the two of us had fought above our level before. Sam would be worse off since his cultivation was technically still in the wizard realm. But he still had a few tricks up his sleeves, and I didn’t doubt he’d be able to vaporize a sorcerer if he needed to.

      “Sis,” one sorcerer asked the other. She had brilliant green hair, which suggested she was a nature cultivator. “I think they don’t know what the Elven Star Dominion is.”

      The other scowled. She had sandy brown hair, which probably meant the earth aspect. “And he looks like a coppah! You’d think he’d know these things, even if he’s just a cheap knock-off of the real thing.”

      “Probably a gene clone or something. I bet he’s trying to scare us off. Well, we’re all licensed and everything! Can’t scare us off!”

      “Again, what in the Ten Thousand Worlds?” I asked, having no idea what these elves were talking about.

      The green-haired one leaned down to glare at me. “You. You’re a copy of a coppah! They rule the galaxy and enforce their laws. But our creator is one of them and strong, so you can’t scare me. I’m betting you aren’t even the real thing. Probably one of those creepy gray-skinned doppelganger guys. Go back to your sad little space station!”

      “Coppah...” Tivana muttered. “Could they be trying to say Chaka?”

      Sam nodded. “The origin of the elven word for humans came from ancient slang used during the time of the Elven Star Dominion. Back when the human-like entities that brought Theo and me here were active in the galaxy, they served a role akin to enforcers and kept order throughout the Ten Thousand Worlds. I’ve tried to trace the word back further to little success. Presumably, they picked up the slang from the same humans it referred to. Since the term seems to be unique to elves, reason suggests that the—“

      “Hey, poindexter!” The brown-haired elf cut Sam off. “Quit the jibber-jabber and let’s skip to the part where you offer up all your stuff in exchange for us letting you go without a fight.”

      “I think I like that earring...” the green-haired one said as she pointed to Tivana’s ear.

      Tivana scowled, holding a hand over her earrings and taking an angry step forward. She hesitated for a moment, shooting a glance at me. She wasn’t as confident at the thought of taking down sorcerers stronger than us.

      I met her look with a nod and a grin of approval. I wasn’t about to let us be pushed around. Besides, I had a new set of spells just waiting to be tested. Once we had this pair of rude and arrogant thieves pinned to the ground, I could ask them a few more questions about the Elven Star Dominion. I was rather curious about that.

      I was still thinking about the questions I would ask her when a fist collided with my face at remarkable speed.

      “Ow! What is your face made of?” the brown-haired elf hissed as she shook her hand. There was blood trickling down her knuckles. Moments ago, her hands had been covered in stone from a spell, not unlike my own Fists of Stone spell.

      To her credit, I had to take a step back to catch myself from that blow, which was far more than I would have had to do against any spirit cultivator back home. As far as I could tell, this elf was just a sorcerer.

      She was strong though. Very strong. Taking her down wouldn’t be as much of a walk in the park as I thought. I’d have to take this battle seriously or our first real experience in the Primordial World would be getting mugged by a couple of dung thieves.

      My mind switched into combat mode and my abilities flared to life.

      While I prepared to fight the brown-haired elf, Tivana squared up against the green-haired one. I trusted her to hold her down long enough for me to clean my opponent up and rush in to help her.

      I reached out, quick as a snake striking a mouse. I grabbed the brown-haired elf by the wrist. She squirmed in my grip and conjured more stone over her free hand. She slammed that fist into my groin, but thankfully the World Titan Fiendbody had strengthened that region of my body as much as the rest of me, and all I let out was a quick grunt.

      “Hey!” the brown-haired girl huffed. “I know some girls pay for this kind of experience, but not me!” She slammed the back of her hand into my gut, but that only gave me the chance to grab her other wrist and pin her in place.

      “Sis!” the green-haired elf fighting Tivana called out to her companion. “Hold on!”

      Tivana lashed out with a dozen spheres of gray light. She was holding back from using lethal abilities, which left her arsenal of viable spells rather restricted. Most of Tivana’s abilities involved removing chunks out of things.

      Her green-haired opponent held her hand between herself and Tivana. A vine shot out of her hand at Tivana, though Tivana sliced that in half without hesitation. With her other hand, though, the green-haired opponent plucked a small cloth doll from her hip. She pointed it at Tivana, then with a vicious grin, she grabbed the doll’s chest, pinching and twisting.

      Tivana yelped, clutching her chest right where the other elf had twisted the doll. Tivana tore her armor free and ran her hand up under her shirt to try to figure out what was wrong, but The Wanderer told me what the skill was before Tivana figured it out.

      

  





LIFE ESSENCE TETHER

      
        	This doll allows a nature cultivator to bind a selected target to the doll. By exerting sufficient quantities of nature zeal, damage and sensations inflicted upon the doll can be transferred to the target.

      

      “It’s the doll, Tivana!” I yelled to warn her. Tivana’s eyes locked onto the doll in her opponent’s hands. She rushed for it, but her opponent had other plans.

      The green-haired elf’s eyes shot towards me. I expected annoyance, but she was focusing on the one trapped in my hands. No, at the ground around her ankles.

      I looked down just in time to see a ring of mushrooms form around the two of us. My prisoner vanished from my grip just as the mushrooms opened their heads.

      The two of them must have practiced this move before because the moment the brown-haired elf reappeared at her companion’s side, she launched herself at Tivana while the green-haired elf went back to tormenting the doll in her hand. While I was confident Tivana could handle one of them, the only way she’d be able to take on both was if she was fighting to kill. Once that happened, who knew what life-saving treasures or spells this pair had hidden up their sleeves?

      The brown-haired one shoved one hand at me as I rushed to Tivana’s side, and gravity reversed itself on the floating island. I started drifting off the ground and floating upward and off the island.

      Against a lot of other foes, this spell alone would probably be enough to end a lot of fights. You can’t battle an opponent if you’re floating off helplessly into a distance. Anyone without a flying sword would be screwed until the spell wore off.

      But I didn’t even bother pulling out Spell Eater. She wasn’t the only person with a gravity spell. I activated Earth Manipulation, restoring the proper force of gravity here and bringing myself crashing back into the ground.

      Her eyes widened when she realized I’d countered her spell, but she was already rushing towards Tivana with fists of stone. Tivana had a web of deadly-looking lines of spatial zeal woven between her hands and spreading out before her.

      In a remarkable display of agility, the brown-haired elf jumped off the ground and spun her arms, flying like a humanoid torpedo as she tucked her limbs inward to rotate faster. She squeezed through a gap in the destructive net Tivana made and landed harmlessly on the other side. Tivana’s eyes widened fractionally at the tremendous display of flexibility and agility, but Tivana’s years of experience practicing for combat meant she was already preparing a second, more deadly spell. One of those disintegration spheres was taking form between Tivana’s palms as I watched.

      By the look in the brown-haired elf’s eyes, I could tell that she didn’t give that spell of Tivana’s the amount of fear it deserved. She erected no visible defenses I could see. Instead, a large stone shaft shot out of her palm and launched in Tivana’s direction. The fact that this elf could move so much earth in a world with no earth zeal was impressive.

      I had my suspicions when they displayed some of their earlier skills, but given their abilities, this pair would be a cut above the sorcerers we had back home. They’d no doubt be able to fight sorcerers above their level, which would make them the best of the best back home.

      I crashed into the brown-haired elf with incredible speed and force, shattering the stone shaft she was shooting at Tivana and knocking her sideways. Tivana changed targets and launched her sphere of destruction at the green-haired elf instead.

      The green-haired elf was more cautious than her companion and cupped her hands together at her waist.

      “Your destruction orb is no match for my spurt of life!” the green-haired elf shouted as she sprayed a sticky white goop from her cupped hands in Tivana’s general direction. Upon closer inspection, the goop was filled with seeds that grew with incredible speed.

      “That is a very unfortunate name!” Tivana shouted in reply as she let her orb fly forward while conjuring a spatial barrier with her free hand.

      I had the brown-haired elf caught in my grip again, sprawled on the ground.

      “Call your companion off before this gets ugly!” I demanded as I pinned her wrists to the ground.

      “The only thing that’s going to get ugly is your face! After I rub it in the dung you tried to steal from us!” the brown-haired elf snarled.

      “We were here first! And heavens above, it’s just dung!” I shouted back.

      “Oh yeah?” The brown-haired elf beneath me grinned, and I realized she’d been working on a new spell. I traced the flow of zeal out of her body and grimaced when I realized where it was going. “Let’s see what you think of my Dungsifter Clan’s special secret ability, the Dung Elemental!”

      I turned my head, and my worst fears were soon realized. The massive mountain of dung beside me moved.

      “That shouldn’t be possible...” I muttered. Even if she’d been channeling earth zeal into that dung pile since the moment she arrived, there shouldn’t have been enough to convert it into an elemental with no ambient zeal at all. Clearly, this elf trapped in my grip knew secrets of earth magic that I didn’t understand myself.

      The dung pile rose like a sleeping dragon from its hoard. It wasn’t humanoid like most of my golems, but instead took shape and form of the Kun Peng the poop had come from. White and sticky like bird dung, the forming creature roared a horrific cry. The stench from its mouth as it breathed on us was so vile that anyone below the wizard realm would lose their lunch just from standing this close to it.

      Kun Peng Essence Elemental (Late Sorcerer, Level 49)

      “Attack him!” the brown-haired elf in my grip yelled. I cursed and twisted just as the dung monster charged its first attack. Crimson light accumulated within the beast’s mouth, and tiny specks of who knew what collected there in a dense nexus of power.

      “Crap...” I rolled, scooping the elf in my grip up and flipping her around between me and the incoming attack. She began hastily preparing her defenses as the attack continued to charge. That told me she didn’t have control over the elemental, so it wasn’t a golem.

      A beam of ugly black sticky goop shot out from the dung monster’s mouth and towards the elf I was using as a shield. She raised a barrier of mud to protect herself, but it was too little too late. The dung monster’s attack struck her, shattered her forming spell, and spread over her completely before hardening in place and trapping her there in a prison of something thick and viscous.

      The attack left just enough of her head exposed to breathe and glare at the dung monster with one eye. As I watched, zeal flowed out of the struggling elf’s barrier, and her defenses soon collapsed. Within moments, she was completely trapped by her own creation’s attack. Worse, the black goop was touching her meridians, draining more of the precious zeal out of her and leaving her utterly helpless.

      I turned to Tivana, who was still battling the green-haired elf to a standstill. The two of them seemed evenly matched, but my arrival turned the tides in Tivana’s favor. With her attention split between two opponents, the green-haired elf couldn’t focus long enough to cast another spurt of creation, and the two of us overwhelmed her.

      By the time we took her down, the Kun Peng Essence Elemental was just charging a second attack. I tossed the green-haired elf towards it, where she was covered in a pile of goop right next to her companion. She fell to the ground with a wet thud.

      Tivana and I both set eyes on the late sorcerer monster. This would be by far the tougher foe.

      But just as I was bracing myself for a tough fight, the elemental started shrinking. I wore an expression of surprise on my face that matched the elemental’s own inhuman expression. Bit by bit, it was siphoned away from behind, and when it had finally receded, I realized Sam was the one responsible. He held up a copper disk in his hand, not unlike the elemental summoning disks Tim had used back in the Hearthwood to summon sorcerer-realm elementals of his own. Sam was doing the reverse with one and capturing an elemental.

      “I was wondering what you were up to during that fight!” I shouted back at Sam.

      Sam waved a hand. “Sorry to skip out on you, but I’ve got to leave the fighting to you sorcerers until I’m back at full strength! While you were fighting those two, I went looking for their stuff. They had something to deal with the elemental in their bags.” He waved the copper disk.

      “Well done.” I grinned. I held up my hand for Tivana to meet in a high-five, but she was covered in just as much debris and Kun Peng dung as I was. “I’ll go send for a change of clothes for both of us from the Hearthwood.”

      Tivana and I changed, washed up, and redressed. Mac was probably wondering just what we could be up to with the amount of filth our old garments were covered in, but he sent an appropriate change of clothes for Tivana and me over soon enough.

      Once done, Tivana, Sam, and I all gathered to interrogate our prisoners.
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        * * *

      

      “So,” I said, beginning with the easiest question I could think of. “What is the Elven Star Dominion?”

      The pair of them stared at me for a long moment, then shot a look at Tivana.

      “Why don’t you ask her?” the brown-haired one asked.

      Tivana shrugged. “I’ve never heard of an Elven Star Dominion either. As far as I know, any elven outposts off of the World of Sanctuary and Serenity are owned and operated by my companion here.”

      Tivana gestured to me. I thought outposts were a bit of an overstatement for what Argona and I had built. For now, we had nothing more than a few modest space habitats and a series of teleportation array stations leading over to the World of Struggle and Strife, so my people and I could get from the Hearthwood to the Blackgorge Tribe and back again.

      “Oh no...” the green-haired one looked at her companion with a look of horror and fascination. “Don’t tell me she’s one of those elves!”

      Tivana put her hand on her hips. “What do you mean by those elves?”

      “You’re not real!” the brown-haired elf shouted at Tivana. “The Elven Star Dominion will never fall! You’re fake news spread by the Celestials to dishearten any honest elf who comes to the Primordial World!”

      The brown-haired elf huffed, seemingly on the verge of hyperventilating, as she closed her eyes and turned her head away from us, unwilling to say anything else.

      The green-haired one seemed at least a little more willing to talk. “We’re from the Elven Star Dominion, but we’ve heard rumors about a few elves here in the Primordial World who claim the Elven Star Dominion is no more in the time they come from. Nobody believes it, but every elf we’ve talked to comes from the thirty-first century on the elven calendar or earlier. Since we’ve met no one who claims to come from after then, some elves claim that a collapse might really happen in the future.”

      The brown-haired elf cracked an eye open. “That’s not the bad part, though! The bad part is that all the future elves are insatiable, horny sluts!”

      The green-haired elf nodded. “It makes the rest of us look bad when someone who looks like she’s one of us is begging to be bent over a table as soon as she’s defeated by someone stronger than them. Humans have always had a soft spot in our hearts thanks to our creator, but orcs and vampire women? That’s just unnatural! Worse, it’s humiliating!” She glared at Tivana, making it perfectly clear what she thought of her and shooting a glare at me for good measure.

      Tivana scowled. “I am not an insatiable slut!”

      My lips tightened, and I made sure not to give anything away. I let the elves glare at each other while I pieced together the full story from the bits and pieces we were dragging out of them and the historical context I was getting. From what I knew, these elves had to come from one of the previous golden ages of elven civilization. I wasn’t sure which yet, but probably one of the earlier ones. The next time I was exploring those things in orbit around the World of Sanctuary and Serenity, I would have to pay closer attention to the bits of metal and broken structures out there. Perhaps there were valuable artifacts left behind from this long-lost space empire.

      “And the two of you are from this Elven Star Dominion,” I asked, interrupting the brewing argument between Tivana and these elves. “You’re powerful matriarchs there? Were you securing resources for your clan’s future growth?”

      I shot a glance at the remaining Kun Peng dung. The items we’d found inside it were valuable, and sorting through the whole lot of it would certainly produce enough valuable treasures from distant worlds to equip a powerful clan. But the task seemed a bit beneath most of the clan matriarchs I’d met. Even Tivana, as practical and hardworking, as she was, wouldn’t have wanted to shovel monster dung for treasure if I hadn’t led by example. And even I wouldn’t have thought to dig through the stuff if it wasn’t for the fact that we were trying to track Sam and Dean, and it was in the way.

      “Securing resources, yes,” the green-haired elf answered. “But powerful matriarchs? Hardly.”

      I frowned. “You’re sorcerers, aren’t you? You mean to say that you aren’t the matriarchs of your clan?”

      The brown-haired elf grew visibly angry at that assertion. Her cheeks puffed out, and her face went red as she glared at me.

      “The Dungsifter Clan might be weak, but we’re still an Immortal Clan! We’re not so pathetic as to call sorcerers matriarchs!”

      My heart sank at that. If these two were truly nothing more than ordinary sorcerers, it meant my least favorable estimations for relative power levels here in the Primordial World had been too conservative.

      I was a sorcerer and the leader of the Hearthwood Clan. Most of the clans I was familiar with were led by true mages or wizards. That level of strength was enough to make their clans a local or regional power, respectively. That even implying a sorcerer would be a matriarch in this Dungsifter Clan was an insult suggested that their standards for cultivation were far higher.

      “Didn’t you and your sister spend centuries cultivating to your current rank?” I asked.

      But the brown-haired elf shook her head again. “Our father is a powerful immortal. We were born in the sorcerer realm. We haven’t even had our first breakthrough yet.”

      My lips thinned, and I shot a glance at Sam. He nodded sadly. He’d said something similar while preparing Tivana and me for the Primordial World, but hearing him describe how things worked here and hearing it from a local felt completely different.

      “Ha! I can see you’re afraid!” The brown-haired elf laughed at my look of surprise. “If you let us go now and offer up all your stuff in compensation, we won’t tell our clan about you attacking and almost defeating us.”

      I looked at the pair of elves, both of whom looked quite thoroughly defeated and helpless. If this indicated the elves prior to Grognak and the Frozen Blood Witch reviving them, the new version might be a bit smarter. The elves I was familiar with at least knew how to quit.

      Sam sensed my thoughts and nodded. “The elves from ancient times are a little different. They’ll be arrogant young mistresses to the end. Even the lowliest dung sifter will boast of her clan’s greatness and how your incoming defeat is inevitable if you don’t grovel before her and beg for forgiveness. And that’s after you’ve bested her. If you don’t win, well then...” Sam shook his head sadly.

      “Hey, you’re calling dung sifting lowly?” The brown-haired elf scowled. “Sure, it isn’t the cleanest of professions, but my clan has made dung sifting a way of life here in the Primordial World. There are plenty of riches here for the taking so long as rotten, no-good thieves like you don’t try to steal our dung!”

      “For the last time! We didn’t steal your dung! We were here first!” I growled, equal parts angry and disheartened that one of my first experiences in the Primordial World was getting into a fight over who owned a giant pile of poop.

      The two of them seemed like they were willing to fight me again on that front, not that they could while completely depleted of zeal and bound in the sticky substance shot by their own elemental.

      “Ugh. This is the second time this has happened to us!” the brown-haired elf growled. “I swear, every time we run into a pair of humans, they steal our dung and leave us here!”

      That stopped me in my tracks. “The second time?”

      I grabbed Sam’s shoulder and pulled him forward. He’d been keeping behind our prisoners and out of sight, but once he was standing before our two prisoners, they both gasped.

      “You! What happened to the crazy axeman you were with last time? Did he steal your dung after you stole it from us?” the green-haired elf asked Sam as she glared at him. “And why do you feel so different from before? You’re so much weaker...”

      Sam sighed and began asking a few questions. Apparently, he and Dean had indeed stolen dung from these two before. Sam’s memories of then were scattered, but he remembered enough to ask the right questions to get these two to fill in the blanks. Before long, he had everything the two of them remembered of the encounter.

      “Your axe friend bonked me in the back of the head and took my stuff! Like some rotten thief!” the green-haired elf complained.

      I’d ordinarily be concerned that Dean was stealing from people, but given how unreliable these two had been on the concept of theft so far, I was certain there was a lot more to the story than they were claiming.

      “And he was headed...” Sam prompted.

      The green-haired elf shrugged. “Don’t know, but that dung showed up at the market on Rainbow Island, so you and he must have gone there to sell it. We had to pay money for the dung we found! We lost half the profits right then and there thanks to you dirty, rotten thieves!”

      I looked at Sam, hoping he would remember the words Rainbow Island. He shook his head sadly.

      “Can you lead us to this Rainbow Island?” I asked.

      “What’s in it for us?” The green-haired elf cocked her head to the side curiously. She seemed the more reasonable of the two sisters, so I was happy to talk to her.

      “I will give you ten barrels full of dung.”

      To find Sam and Dean, I’d be willing to part with all the barrels of dung I’d collected. I had already sorted everything that had gone through my Dimensional Storage for anything valuable and unusual. But I figured it would be better to have this dung sifter haggle until she thought she had the best deal I was willing to offer.

      “A hundred!”

      “Fifty barrels of dung, and I’ll throw in a change of clothes and a bath for each of you.” Looking at the two of them, I was ready to make the change of clothes and the bath free. That sticky black stuff their elemental belched out was made of who knew what and was completely filthy.

      “Deal!”

    

  







            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      The brown-haired elf’s name was Seldana, and her green-haired sister was Graylana. The two of them were quite amazed when I made clean clothes in just their size appear before me, along with hot water and a bath. Truth be told, getting the clothes had been fairly easy. With the exception of my daughters being a bit taller than normal elves thanks to having a bit of human in them, most elves had similar builds.

      That meant that once Mac introduced the concept of standard sizes to the tailors of the Hearthwood, we began exporting clothes in mass across all of Deania. It had happened just in time too, since the invasion from neighboring countries had left a lot of Deanian elves practically devoid of belongings, including clothes.

      Seldana and Graylana stripped down in front of Tivana and me without hesitation and soon washed each other clean. Once shiny and new, they hopped out and made their demands known.

      “Alright, where’s our dung?” Seldana glared at me as she struggled with her underwear. Certain aspects of clothes had changed dramatically in the years since their time and mine. They’d been wearing long flowing robes and sandals when we first encountered them, which were a far cry from the modern boots, short trousers, and stomachless shirts most elves favored in Deania.

      “Calm down. You’ll get your dung when you take us to the Rainbow Islands city you mentioned,” I assured her.

      “Clothes under your clothes, what a strange concept...” the Graylana said as she tugged her undergarments on. “Are you certain things don’t get stuffy down there?”

      Tivana rolled her eyes. “And you were calling me....”

      “Yes, I’m certain,” I replied. “Now, let’s get moving. The two of you seem like you’re completely out of zeal, so why don’t you climb aboard my flying sword with Tivana and me.”

      “That’s alright, we’ve got a primordial zeal conversion core in our bag of things. Give us an hour or two, and we’ll be ready to wring our dung out of you if you go back on your word, just like we almost did the first time!” Seldana said.

      The idea of such a device rather intrigued me, so I waved Seldana over to her things, and she soon withdrew a tall cylinder, not unlike the devices Argona and I were using to develop our own enchantment scripting language.

      A quick examination of the enchantments on this one determined that while the form and materials were the same, the purpose of this device was different. The device before me seemed a bit simpler, and I wouldn’t have been surprised to learn that the enchantment cores I was familiar with were derived from something like this. Perhaps the part of what eluded me about those devices was a connection to the Primordial Zeal these two had recently referred to.

      The device hummed to life, and runes along its entire length lit up. Zeal of all aspects emanated from it, and Tivana and I sat down to cultivate alongside our two new guests. Only Sam sat on his own, away from the device. He was cultivating as well. Looking at him, I could faintly see fate’s sparks weaving around him. I’d learned to perceive such particles back in the World of Sanctuary and Serenity, but the only place that had this much around was the Fateweaver Society.

      I’d had suspicions for some time now, but both Sam’s fate aspect and Dean’s space aspect must have come from the Primordial World. Tivana couldn’t cultivate the space aspect directly yet, but perhaps if she stayed here long enough, that would change.

      And maybe I’d be able to pick up a primordial aspect of zeal. Dean had started with wind and Sam had started with fire. I wondered what primordial aspect was closest to earth?

      I opened my eyes to the world around me, constantly pushing at the boundaries of perception. Thanks to Sava’s potion, I’d pushed past mage sight and could use spirit sight. Activating that now, I caught ebbs and flows of zeal aspects just beyond perception drifting all around me. I’d been looking for ordinary zeal in this world and stopped when I found none. But it was here, just different from what I was familiar with.

      I stared at each particle, slowly bringing them into focus. In time, I could learn to see these aspects the same way I’d learned to see fate and space. There were others here, but what were they? And how could they be useful to me?

      My mind turned to the exotic particles I’d trapped within Spell Eater. Those strange aspects of zeal might be more at home here in the Primordial World than where I created them.

      I felt a smile touching the corners of my lips. Just when I thought I’d completely wrapped my head around zeal and how it worked, a new world had opened up to me. I’d been like a frog at the bottom of a well, staring up at the sky and thinking he had seen all there was to see. But now, out of the well, I saw the limits to the heavens were far beyond anything I could have ever imagined.
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        * * *

      

      We finished replenishing our drained energy in about an hour. Seldana and Graylana could have cultivated a while longer, but I liked the thought of keeping the two dung sifters half empty just in case they tried to get any ideas about stealing my monster dung before they’d shown us to this Rainbow Island.

      I shook my head at the thought. Back in the Hearthwood, many of the elves there thought of me as some sort of partially divine entity of tremendous power. I’d heard from Mac that some of them had taken pilgrimages to the broken mountain that I’d made when I fought my robotic clone so they could try to grasp the scale of what was possible with cultivation. And for all that might and reverence, I was trying to keep a pair of sorcerers from stealing my barrels of dung. It was a strange thought.

      Seldana and Graylana didn’t have a particularly fast flying device, so I didn’t bother using Spell Eater. The two of them had ridden to this island on something akin to an air barge equipped to haul off a huge amount of goods. The balloon at the top was far smaller than it should have been to haul a full load of goods, but the amount of wind zeal inside it meant the airship could be far heavier than it would have been otherwise. Two large sails hanging sideways pushed the ship along as enchantments projected force behind us. It reminded me a lot of the orc voidship Yorik’s grandfather Meldrik had used to get us to the World of Struggle and Strife.

      There was more than enough space aboard for Sam, Tivana, and me, so we joined them aboard their airship.

      "This way, you won't run off with our dung!" Graylana said as we boarded their airship.

      I chuckled. Truthfully, I wanted the opportunity to try to cultivate using their zeal conversion core and maybe even the ambient energy of the Primordial World.

      The trip took more than a day. I spent most of that time staring at the many floating islands we passed and watching for the flickering signs of primordial zeal. I didn’t have names for most of what I was seeing, but I knew that there was power here fresh for the taking. I just needed to wrap my head around what it was and how to use it.

      I took the opportunity to ask Sam and Tivana about their zeal aspects.

      Tivana was happy to oblige. She’d walked me through a lot of cultivation as she knew it lately, so this conversation was no different.

      “Space zeal is everywhere,” Tivana explained as she conjured a gray sphere. She only funneled a tiny amount of zeal into this spell, and as weakened as I was, I realized it wasn’t actually gray. The color I’d perceived most of her spells to be had really been an effect of peering through a tiny area of severely distorted space. The area in a sphere just above her palm seemed to wobble back and forth, shrinking and growing in pulse with Tivana’s heartbeat. She was squeezing and releasing space, and those distortions were what gave the full version of this spell its devastating power.

      “Just as space is all around us,” Tivana continued, “so too is spatial zeal. I like to think of each particle of spatial zeal as a little thread hanging off an endless strip of cloth that stretches everywhere and in all directions. You can take these threads and use them as handholds to pull on the world, bending and twisting them to your will. One thread can only take so much force.”

      Tivana flexed her magical will, tearing a tiny hole in space that was infinitesimally small. Normal vision wouldn’t have sensed it, but my superhuman eyes picked out the microscopic series of spatial cracks. They healed over far faster than they ever did back in the Hearthwood.

      “But many threads can take a great deal of force without breaking.” Tivana gave space a tug, yanking on many particles of spatial zeal all at once and distorting the area between us, so I was standing with my arm pressed up against her instead of leaning over the side of the airship.

      I wrapped my arm around her shoulders, brushing my fingers against her hand as she cast her spell.

      “Fascinating...” I muttered as thoughts of primordial zeal drifted through my mind. Tivana looked at me as my gaze turned to the horizon, watching the zeal particles behaving as Tivana had just explained. I reached out with my mind, tugging and pulling at the spatial zeal there.

      As I gestured, space tugged and distorted. Tivana smiled in approval, already trying to congratulate me. But I was shaking my head.

      “If spatial zeal is little threads, those threads feel slippery to me. I can’t grab more than a few at a time, and even then, they try to escape my grip.”

      Tivana frowned. “You’ll get better with practice.”

      I shrugged. “Maybe.”

      But I thought I needed a different approach. Perhaps Sam’s fate zeal would show me what I needed to know. So, at my request, Sam happily demonstrated what he knew to me.

      “Fate zeal is what has happened, what is happening, and what might happen all rolled into one. It isn’t time so much as destiny,” Sam explained.

      As he spoke, fate zeal sprung into existence over his hand, burning like hot embers as it drifted over its palm. The zeal hadn’t come from him. He’d simply plucked it from wherever it had been before and pulled it into existence before him. I wasn’t sure about the details. Fate zeal was even more exotic than space zeal. I’d had it explained to me well enough that I had no issues seeing fate zeal or guessing how fate spells might work. They were powerful, and I would have liked to learn such things, but like with spatial zeal, I’d never felt fate dance to my tune.

      “You’re trying to comprehend a primordial zeal?” Sam looked at me knowingly. “Dean and I worked very hard to do the same thing. Such a task has been very beneficial for our descendants and us. Before touching on the Primordial World, I was just another fire cultivator. And not a strong one either. My aspect was like the warmth of a hearth on a cold winter day. It was great for staying cozy, but not so much for combat. If you’d seen me back at true mage, you wouldn’t have recognized me under the mountain of defensive amulets and other items I wore.”

      I chuckled at that. I had seen a few old paintings of Sam from some time ago. I’d been worried that centuries here on this magical world had changed him for the worse when I saw him covered in gold and gemstones, but now I realized those gaudy jewels were all the weapons he had in case he got into a fight his zeal aspect wasn’t suited for. If not for my Dimensional Storage, I would probably still walk around looking much the same, even though earth zeal was particularly well suited to physical defense.

      “The fundamental aspects of stable zeal you’re familiar with are derived from the most common elements. I’m talking about water, earth, air, fire, and that sort of thing. There are other more esoteric fundamental elements, but you don’t normally encounter them anywhere ordinary life can survive.”

      My mind went to the exotic zeal particles generated during the nuclear explosion back in the Hearthwood.

      “There’s plenty of this on the World of Sanctuary and Serenity,” Sam continued. “More complicated aspects of zeal are generated by interactions between these aspects. Lightning, nature, blood, and the like. And of course, you have your emergent aspects like Metal, Mind, Blood, Nature, Death, and Force. They come about as part of interactions between aspects and ultimately are a blend of some of the more fundamental aspects.

      “You can think of the primordial aspects like fate and space to be something that supports the fundamental elements. If the fundamental elements are the base of a pyramid upon which the other aspects stand, the primordial aspects of zeal are the ground beneath that pyramid.”

      I nodded along as Sam spoke. “So you moved from fire to fate, and Dean moved from storm to space.”

      A smile touched the corner of Sam’s eyes. “And so you’re wondering what’s closest to earth, right? It’s the aspect you have the most affinity with. Those who like to build and tinker often find themselves affiliated with the earth aspect. It suits you well, but the question is where you can go from here, right?”

      “Right.”

      Sam shrugged. “I have no idea. You have to understand that it’s rather rare to cultivate as far as you have through nothing but your own will and dedication. Most of the sorcerers and demigods who make it here to the Primordial World simply make do with their ordinary zeal, never learning of the more esoteric aspects available in this realm. Of those that do use a primordial aspect, most are like Tivana. She inherited the space aspect from Dean, and her path is already set. Dean and I were the exception. You would be an exception as well if you manage to come up with anything.”

      My fingers ran across my chin, feeling the stubble there as I thought. “So you’re saying I’m on my own?”

      “Pretty much,” Sam said.

      So there I sat, staring into the distance alone. The wind blew and floating islands passed by beneath us. What kept them aloft? How did a mass of stone float in the air and yet have gravity on its surface? It made little sense, but there had to be a magical explanation.

      No, I needed to focus on primordial zeal. Fate and space didn’t like me, but perhaps there was something else to touch upon?

      The Theory of Relativity united space and time. Perhaps both zeal aspects were connected somehow?

      I reached out with my mind and will, but nothing happened.

      What about light? The speed of light was a fundamental constant. Perhaps it interacted with primordial zeal as well?

      Still nothing.

      Frustrated, my mind strayed back to the floating islands on the ground before me. How did they fly? The ones in Deania worked through a combination of a massive amount of fate and space zeal laid down by Sam and Dean centuries ago. But those hung only a hundred meters off the ground. Here, there was no ground in sight. Not to mention the fact that many of these flying islands were many times larger than Deania’s flying mountain.

      The fact that they disregarded gravity as I knew it completely grew increasingly annoying to me. In such proximity, these flying islands should slowly drift towards each other until they formed a new island. Instead, they were evenly distributed throughout the Primordial World, as though each island were a repelling magnet, and whenever one got too close, the others pushed it back into its original position.

      What would happen if whatever force holding them apart was overcome?

      I knew from my own nuclear experiments what would happen if the force keeping atoms apart was overpowered. An enormous explosion.

      So what of these islands?

      I reached out my hand and stretched my fingers over the railing to some of the islands below. I’d never used my control over gravity over so great a distance before, but a bit of practice ensured I soon had the hang of it. Exerting a bit of force, I could sway the islands closer together, at which point they’d bounce back and find themselves further apart.

      I could harness that. Strengthening gravity so much that I forced these flying mountains to overcome their natural repulsive charges would have been impossible at my current level of power. But I could give them a little nudge.

      As we traveled, I gave each island a tiny tug, pulling it closer to me just as the last island I’d pulled on bounced back into its original position and transferred the force stored within it into the floating island I was toying with. Each new island that I touched moved a little faster and a little closer to its neighbors.

      I built up more and more energy this way. By the time the flying islands started drawing truly close, they were bouncing off each other like balls in a pool. The force of their collisions grew greater and greater until one small island I was ushering along flew forward with such force that it actually touched the rim of another floating island.

      The reaction was instantaneous. The small island collapsed, as did part of the larger island I had touched. The two islands merged as they crumbled and bits and pieces settled together into a massive heap.

      All the energy I’d poured into the tiny island exploded outward in a fountain of zeal of various aspects. I wished I had Mac present with the scanner because I had the distinct impression that the quantities of zeal released were identical to the aspects of zeal released during my nuclear explosion.

      Perhaps this Primordial World wasn’t so strange after all. The world here behaved much like molecules might. Perhaps this entire Primordial World was a drop of water in some distant giant land, even stranger than this one. For all I knew, the entire world could rest on the eyelash of a celestial giant so large that I would be nothing more than a single atom.

      Ideas clicked through my mind as theories formed and the Primordial World made more sense. My understanding of this place advanced by leaps and bounds, and as it did, so did my power.

      You have gained insight into the Primordial Aspect of identity.

      You are now a level 41 sorcerer.

      In my mind’s eye, the mental depiction of the Hearthwood that I had built for myself advanced a little, growing brighter and stronger. The little structures I’d been building there as a shelter appeared. It was a far cry from the sprawling city that existed now, but this mental symbol of progress confirmed my earlier suspicions that I would have to bring this version of the Hearthwood and The Wanderer into alignment with the real thing in order to progress from sorcerer to demigod.

      The only question now was what I’d just comprehended. What was identity?

      Fate and space seemed straightforward enough. Sam could look into the future with his fate magic to perceive and alter probabilities. Sometimes, he could even bend time to his will by reversing blows dealt to him.

      Dean’s powers over space let him seal off pocket spaces and lift mountains into the air and cleave through impossible distances with his axe.

      But what did identity do?

      Almost as soon as I asked myself the question, The Wanderer provided me with the answer.

      

  





THE PRIMORDIAL ASPECT OF IDENTITY.

      In the earliest stages of primordial chaos, there is no uniqueness to existence. The aspect of identity makes things be what they are and not others. Through identity, chaos becomes earth, water, fire, air, and all else that there is.

      My hand was already reaching out into the primordial sea of chaos floating around us. Sam and Tivana had both concentrated a small amount of their respective primordial zeals into the palm of their hand. I held out my own hand, concentrating on the idea of identity.

      With this understanding and my will, could I make something from nothing?

      A lump of gold formed in my hand, conjured from the chaos around us. I had imposed my will on the chaos and told it to take on the identity of gold. Sava and her fellow alchemists would be envious. I didn’t even need lead. I could pluck gold from thin air.

      I wanted to send the gold back to the Hearthwood for chemical analysis, but as soon as I released my mental grip on the stuff, it faded back into chaos. My understanding of identity wasn’t enough to instigate a permanent change, but I was a step closer.

      Now, the next step would be teaching myself to see identity zeal like I had taught myself to see fate and space.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      I made a little progress on sensing identity during the rest of the trip, but didn’t quite get far enough to identify the zeal. This probably would have been easier on the World of Sanctuary and Serenity, where I knew all the aspects of zeal. Here, unusual particles flickered in and out of existence without doing much of anything I could perceive. There was simply too much happening for me to figure out what was what.

      The Primordial World wasn’t understood nearly as well as that of normal space. There was no equivalent to Sava back home who could teach me all I wanted to know of cultivation here. When I asked Sam about the identity aspect of primordial zeal, he shrugged and said he’d never heard of it.

      So I was on my own.

      Alas, despite many hours of testing, my experiments yielded no results. I would simply need to spend more time in the Primordial World and be patient and observant.

      “We’re here!” Graylana declared as we drew close to the largest floating island I had seen. Someone else must have figured out how to crash these floating islands together and make them bigger just as I had because this island had to have at least a thousand of the smaller varieties shoved together. Back home, it would have been sizable enough to be a small continent.

      The bulk of the island was made up of a towering mountain studded with smaller clusters of residences. Visible before us and hanging off the edge of this massive floating island was a brilliant city full of bright, beautiful colors. Rainbow bridges spanned one region of the island to the next. Beautiful white buildings adorned with red and blue roofs covered the port city.

      They were made of smooth stone, a telltale sign of earth cultivators at work. But more than that, the structures I was seeing seemed bolder, bigger, and brighter than I was used to seeing anywhere outside the Hearthwood. Aqueducts trailing the length of the city delivered water to the lower levels of residential buildings, ultimately coming from large cisterns along the side of the mountain that plucked water from the air using enchantments.

      The cobblestone streets were also illuminated, even now when the sky above shone a brilliant blue the same shade as daylight. The colored roofs and bright-white stone structures shone with a heavenly luster that made this city seem like paradise.

      I turned to Sam. “Ringing any bells?”

      Sam furrowed his brows and wrinkled his lip. “You know... it just might. I seem to recall having something to do with the way those aqueducts are set up.”

      That meant we were on the right track.

      “Land ho!” Seldana yelled as she pulled our ship into the air dock hanging off the side of the island.

      I felt a pair of force enchantments take hold of the ship by the hull and pull the airship into position. As soon as the dock came into position, Seldana and Graylana hopped down to tie us off.

      “Well, we’ve done our part.” Seldana held out her hand. “Now, where’re our barrels of dung?”

      I pulled the promised payment out of my Dimensional Storage, complete with barrels. Seldana’s eyes lit up, and Graylana pulled a large sifter out of their ship's hold.

      “Before we go, do you know who we might ask about our missing friends?”

      “The crazy axe guy was pretty noticeable. Just ask around the market. I’m sure someone remembers him,” Graylana said. She wasn’t looking at us anymore and was instead wholly focused on the barrels of Kung Peng dung before her.

      “I think the two of them have important things to do,” Tivana said while pinching her nose. Now that we were in a settlement, she’d regained much of the respectable demeanor of a princess and couldn’t be seen digging through monster dung for trinkets. “Let’s head to market. I’m certain we’ll find more clues there.”

      “Agreed.” I didn’t want the smell to get into our clothes again. We’d need to talk to many people to find out where Sam and Dean were, and I didn’t want to scare them off with the scent of Kun Peng dung.

      The new city continued to impress me. The population was rather small as far as settlements went, but everyone present here would hold incredible power back in the ordinary world.

      “Look there, that street sweeper is at the peak of true mage!” Tivana said as she tried her best to gesture without pointing.

      That was the lowest cultivation level we found as we looked through the entire city. Most people present were wizards or sorcerers, and I even sensed a few demigods in the area. The sheer amount of power in this settlement would be enough to conquer an entire world back home. But the people present were just living their lives as though being a sorcerer was no different from being a mage acolyte. It was a surreal experience.

      Sam soon explained what was happening. “These late true mages and wizards are probably stuck here. Odds are they were brought to this place by some sorcerer for menial labor. A true mage would be vaporized in an instant out in the Sea of Primordial Chaos, and a wizard wouldn’t last much longer. But this island is large enough that it can almost be treated like a part of the ordinary world. If you look, you’ll notice the concentration of regular zeal here is incredible.”

      I looked to the ground and found Sam was right. In this region, the power at my fingertips was even stronger than that in the Hearthwood with six nexus seals open. Looking down, I could even spot a few ley lines. They had a vague, artificial feel to them, as though they had been designed instead of created naturally. All of them came from a series of cylindrical devices like the one Seldana and Graylana had used to replenish their depleted zeal out in the Primordial Sea.

      Besides the raw quantity of zeal here, I was also astonished by the presence of powerful magical items. There were flying swords on display here that would make those in the capital look like coat hangers. They heaped defensive artifacts suitable for true mages into barrels and left them out in the open in front of stores, unworthy of even being sorted or priced on their own. I walked over to one of them.

      True Mage stuff. One zeal crystal per item.

      Discounts are available for bulk purchases.

      That was all the sign said. There were no descriptions on the items, and from the small splotches of white along the inner lining of one wrist band, I imagined these were likely obtained from dung piles just like the one we’d encountered. Other cleaner items sat inside the store itself for twice the price.

      The store was titled Druhilda’s Wondrous Bazaar, and was made of painted white stone with a brilliant red roof. There were large windows in the front displaying the inside of the store, and I could see far more valuable items towards the back on display. I could sense their power from here and knew they were far more than any true mage or wizard could buy. Looking around, I noted that this store didn't seem any more prominent than the others on the street.

      That meant it was nothing more than an ordinary store, despite the tremendous wealth they had on display. I entered the store, thinking this was as good a place as any to ask for Sam and Dean.

      Entering the store, I saw a large goblin woman behind the counter. I hardly felt any power from her, but that was also true of Grotkins, the only other goblin I knew. He used goldmongering magic, which was a truly bizarre system of growing more powerful proportional to the amount of wealth one had at their disposal. By now, I was certain Grotkins’ power had grown with the expansion of his business. He owned a whole string of shops in the Hearthwood these days. He was always sitting off to the side of the city’s council meetings, watching the proceedings carefully.

      While I sensed nothing from her, I sensed this goblin woman was even more powerful, so I put on my most polite smile as I entered and waved.

      “Picking up some discount gifts for your children? Or perhaps you have a small clan to equip?” the goblin behind the counter asked. She’d noticed me admiring the true mage items.

      “That I do. Tell me more about these bulk discounts.”

      I haggled down the price for a barrel of items a little but didn’t put real effort into it. I let the shopkeeper secure a slightly favorable deal for herself, though the prices for bulk true mage items were so cheap I still came out far ahead. If I did nothing other than buy barrels of dirty equipment here all day and resell them in Deania, I would be a wealthy man.

      Mac could clean these up and distribute them to the Hearthwood’s army or some of my children. We had lots of people hitting true mage, and they’d want gear appropriate for a true mage. There were also quite a few wealthy mage acolytes in the Hearthwood who could afford protective items above their level. I was certain they would put all of this to good use.

      “A pleasure doing business with you, sir! Can I interest you in any of the sorcerer items behind me?” the goblin woman asked once we’d settled on a price for the barrel of lesser goods.

      “Perhaps another time. I actually wanted to ask you about something else. I’m looking for some missing friends of mine.”

      “Oh?” The goblin shopkeeper cocked her head to the side. “I do catch a lot of people passing through. What did they look like?”

      I pointed to Sam. “One of them was this guy here. Their names were Sam and Dean.”

      The goblin woman scrunched her nose and furrowed her brow as she stared intently at Sam.

      “Ah, you know, I think I remember you.” She tapped her finger against her chin as she pointed at Sam. “Your friend tried to sell me a giant petrified frog halfway through eating a ruby. Said it was modern art or something and that studying it would reveal profound mysteries of the universe. This was right before he went prattling on about some conspiracy about the Crystal Caverns.”

      “Sounds like Dean,” Sam said. “He saw secret conspiracies and evil cults everywhere.”

      “Do you know what happened to them?” I asked, growing hopeful.

      “Not a clue. But a lot of the shopkeepers around these parts are glad they aren’t here trying to peddle junk to us anymore. We get enough elven wizards and true mages who call themselves drafters, alchemists, and artificers, but can barely produce stuff on the level of that true mage junk outside! No need to get demigods trying to sell their modern art to us too!”

      The goblin woman shook her head. I did so too, but for a different reason. A lot of the stuff outside would have been considered masterworks back home.

      Tivana made some purchases for her own people as well while we were there.

      “Amisra and the rest of the royal guard could use more items meant to defend against mind magic if we’re going to completely root out the Cult of the Unblinking Eye’s influence throughout the region,” Tivana explained as she tucked a bundle of items under her arm.

      I sent them back to the Hearthwood through my Dimensional Storage with a note to forward them to Amisra and the rest of the Royal Guard, and we headed to the shop next door.

      While the last shop had sold items, this one sold potions. There were a few moldy and grime-covered recipe books sitting in a heap outside the store, and I knew Sava’s heart would explode with delight at any of these things. There were dozens of three-star and four-star potion recipes up for grabs. The shopkeeper was a stocky dwarven man, which was a rare sight back home. As far as I knew, there was only a single dwarf in all of Deania and its surrounding lands living in the palace as Deania's master artificer. But here, just like goblins they were apparently a much more common sight.

      The modern world of Sanctuary and Serenity I was familiar with was something of a monoculture, but the old Elven Star Dominion had much more influence in its local area and thus caught the attention of the other races hoping to make their fortune among the elves, who were much wealthier than they were during my time period.

      I bought every one of the potions on the dwarf merchant's shelf, along with a couple of the more powerful potions sitting on the shelves. Sava could use the Substance Analyzer to find out what was in them and maybe make a few of her own. Deania couldn’t take Sava much further than being a five-star alchemist, but with these recipes, she might be able to go even further in her chosen craft.

      So I loaded up and sent supplies back to the Hearthwood and asked the shopkeeper the same questions I had of the previous one. When I presented Sam, he too rubbed his chin in thoughtful recollection of my old friends.

      “Oh yes, those two! I know them. Though I haven’t seen them since they visited the Crystal Caverns,” the shopkeeper said as he stroked his beard. He tipped his hat low, not meeting my eyes as he spoke.

      “The Crystal Caverns?” I asked.

      “It's the place all the adventurers are headed these days. There are zeal crystals aplenty to be had there! A few dangers too though. Don't let any adventurers talk you into going too deep, but if you stick around the entrances and mine you can get more than enough zeal crystals to set yourself up in a nice inn here in town. Just don't bring any wizards with you. Rumor is that there are some dimensional disturbances deeper in the cavern.”

      The merchant winked. His objective was clear. If I went to these Crystal Caverns of his to earn some money, I'd probably spend it at his store.

      “Thanks for the advice, but for now I'm just looking for my friends. Sam and Dean."

      "Right, those two hooligans..." The merchant stroked his beard. "I think they mentioned staying in the inn down the street. But they were looking short on crystals last I remembered. I wouldn't be surprised if they headed to the Crystal Caverns themselves..."

      We paid for our supplies and I thanked the dwarven merchant for his help. Tivana had two armfuls of potions, including a few that would be useful to the two of us.

      “You know how hard it is to obtain potions that will work on a sorcerer?” Tivana asked excitedly. “They have to be commissioned one at a time from master alchemists from distant lands. But here they are sitting on shelves!”

      “It is pretty amazing...” My voice drifted off. Despite all the amazing things available in Rainbow City, I was getting an increasingly bad feeling in my gut about it. Something wasn’t right here. I just didn’t know what.

      “Theo, do you think you could open up your Pocket World passage?” Tivana asked. “This search would be a lot easier if we had help from the Hearthwood. And a few extra hands would make finding good deals a lot easier.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know, Tivana. Let’s wait until we’ve gotten the lay of the city and somewhere private to stay. I don’t want to keep a portal to the Hearthwood open where anyone can see and use it. And I also want to make sure this place is safe for true mages and wizards. There are a lot of powerful people here.”

      I might eventually let Sava, Nela, and the others through. Watching the streets, it seemed like a band of wizards traveling together could stay out of trouble. But I didn't like the way even peak true mages were the lowest of the low here, so my children would definitely have to stay at home. I'd need to do a little more scouting before I set up a base of operations for the Hearthwood here in Rainbow City.

      “As you wish.” Tivana became a bit more serious when I mentioned the threat of actual danger, and some of the excitement from finding cultivation supplies faded from her expression.

      The next couple of stores knew nothing about Sam or Dean, but they knew plenty about the Crystal Caverns the previous shopkeeper mentioned.

      "Aye, most of the traveling adventurers here touring the Primordial World end up heading to the Crystal Caverns for a bit of spare cash. It used to be incredibly profitable. I would have started going in myself if it wasn't for the new Adventuring Guild setting up a tax."

      "Oh?" I asked.

      "They're taking two-thirds of everything you haul out of the entrance they guard. They say they need that much to protect the town from anything that might come out of the caverns." The woman snorted, and I had to agree with the sentiment. Two-thirds of an adventurer's haul sounded rather steep, especially when they were risking their lives for everything they brought out. The Hearthwood had a tax at the exit to our dungeon, but it was barely a tenth of an adventurer’s haul. Not the majority of it.

      Like me, Sam and Dean had probably gotten used to being the lord of their own domains. Taxes were for our subjects, not us! I wouldn't put it past them to try to find a way around this Adventurers Guild and make a tidy profit for themselves and their respective factions.

      "Where are these Crystal Caverns?" I asked the shopkeeper.

      “It’s a cave up on the island’s central mountain. Head up there, and I'm sure the Adventurers Guild would be happy to send you in there to collect zeal crystals for them. Rumor is that the cave leads into one of the Primordial World’s many pocket worlds. It was inhabited by an ancient subterranean civilization of massive spiders, and there are riches to be had everywhere!”

      “Interesting. And this civilization of spiders. Are any of them still around?”

      The shopkeeper shrugged her head. “Oh, they must be long dead by now. Some powerful energy blast ripped the place apart long ago. Darn near destroyed the island too! The first settlers of Rainbow City had to piece together a couple of broken hunks of rock slowly drifting apart. But apparently whatever destroyed their city unleashed a tremendous quantity of zeal and other valuables like those crystals still forming in the caverns. We're living off whatever massive explosion killed those spiders and tore the dimensional membrane so badly to this day!”

      I knew of only one civilization of giant spiders. The Timeweavers. If there truly was an abandoned pocket world belonging to the Timeweavers, I could gain crucial insight into their species and figure out how to counter them the next time they started making moves on my people. I wanted to stay focused on rescuing Sam and Dean, but from the looks of things they were tempted by the same lure that was tempting me now. They'd been just as aware of the Timeweaver threat as I was and might have gone to investigate, making a little money on the side in the process. I'd need to ask Sam for his thoughts.

      We ended up finding a tavern with an inn above it to stay the night. I paid for two rooms, one for Sam and one for Tivana and me.

      “You know, I think I’ve only ever stayed in an inn once or twice,” I said as we headed up to our room so Tivana could set her bundles down. She quickly set up a series of wards the shopkeeper said would assist in breakthroughs at the sorcerer realm. “As of late, I’ve gotten used to being important enough to be invited into the palace or personal estate of whoever’s in charge. Either that or taking the city with an army at my back. It’s oddly freeing to be just one more face in a crowd again.”

      Tivana smiled as she pushed a sorcerer-realm pill to my lips. It was supposed to help with enlightenment in the sorcerer realm. “You say that, but I bet if I left you alone here for long enough, you’d be running the city in a year.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I’m not some power-hungry tyrant. I don’t take over every city I stay in.”

      “What about Queenshold in the Hearthwood? Or Hearthwood City? Or Moonbow City, for that matter? And there’s the Ancient Tree Temple, the Rakaren Queendom, the Auquiallian Isles, and...”

      I held up a hand, surprised at just how many cities and countries I’d taken over and had my people directly administrating. There were a lot more than I expected.

      “Alright, you have a point. But that’s no reason to think that I would take over this city too! You saw the demigods out there. No way would they let me run the place.”

      Tivana rolled over, pushing me onto my back and swinging her hips over me. “You have a way of convincing people to listen to you. Especially pretty elf women. The Hearthwood was full of mage acolytes when you took over.”

      “In name only! I wasn’t really in charge until I was a mage acolyte myself.”

      “That’s not how Sava and your other women tell the story.” Tivana planted a kiss on my cheek, and soon we had better things to do with our mouths than talk. “Now, hush. We’ve got some dual cultivating to do.”

      A grin touched the corners of my lips, and we no longer needed words.

      Tivana bent over to push her lips against mine. She tasted like a breath of crisp morning air.

      My fingers wrapped around her back, caressing the gently swaying hair trailing down her back and over her side. My fingers found the knots in her clothes, and with one tug, her tunic came loose. I tossed it to the side of the bed without stopping to look.

      She did the same for my clothes, and I took the chance to bury my face in her neck, breathing deep. I craved what it felt like to have her in my arms like this. Her beating heart was as clear to me as a steady bell, and I sensed it pick up in pace as she breathed my presence in just as I was breathing in hers.

      Tivana reached for the hem of my pants, but I stopped her for a moment to whisper in her ear. “I love you, Tivana. And I want you by my side, now and forevermore.”

      “I...” Tivana blushed, more embarrassed at my words than the fact that her hand was wrapping around my rapidly hardening cock. “I want that too, Theo. To be by your side, now and always.”

      A notification I hadn’t expected popped up in front of my face. I hadn’t thought it possible for this feature of The Wanderer to work outside of the Throne Room, but my recent upgrades must have expanded its capabilities.

      Add Tivana, Princess of Deania, to your recognized followers?

      She will be granted access to The Wanderer’s secondary assets and be able to benefit from the cultivation-enhancing chambers produced by the ship, including the Tree of Resurrection, which can instantly repair her wisp if killed. Warning: she will permanently occupy one of a limited number of follower slots.

      I accepted yes without hesitation. It seemed like just yesterday that we were getting to know each other, but already I couldn’t imagine what life would be without her. She was the moon to my sun, and the people of the Hearthwood loved and respected her almost as much as they loved and respected me. She’d saved the Hearthwood and its people from doom on more than one occasion and had shown she would give her life for my people and me.

      How could I not return all she’d given to us in kind? Even if she was an ugly, maimed thing, impossible to look at without wincing in pain and sympathy, I would still love her for who she was. That she was a beauty to behold only meant that it was difficult for me to even stand by her side without wasting every moment thinking about filling her womb with my seed and holding her tight in my arms, and never letting her go.

      I needed her in my life, and my heart broke at the mere thought of losing her. I needed every provision in place to protect her, and The Wanderer recognizing her was a step in the right direction. That meant that if she was killed, so long as I retrieved her wisp, I could restore her hale and healthy as always and have her back at my side all over again. Heavens knew I’d stocked up on enough blood crystals to restore all of my women a dozen times over again if I needed to.

      I wasn’t sure what thoughts were playing out in Tivana’s head, but she seemed to sense I was thinking of her as she stared deep into my eyes, gently stroking my hardening member between her legs. A smile touched the corners of her lips. Combined with her new earrings and the fact that she was naked, I almost couldn’t recognize the icy princess feared and respected throughout Deania. This was a side of her that belonged only to us.

      “Theo...” Tivana whispered. Her voice was husky. That one word carried a thousand emotions, and I saw them flash behind her eyes.

      “Tivana...” I said, repeating her name in kind. Then we kissed again.

      In her grip, my shaft reached its full size in mere moments. Tivana’s cheeks burned like a brand, and she leaned against my shoulder.

      “I spoke with Eltiana...” Tivana whispered in my ear. “She said there were certain activities you enjoyed. Certain activities to be done in a bedroom with an elf who loves you very much.”

      I chuckled. “You don’t know how little that narrows things down.”

      Tivana’s finger trailed up my chest, running over the tight muscles there. I hadn’t had those back when I’d been strictly human, but after mastering body cultivation, my muscles had grown far larger and more prominent. Staring at my reflection in Tivana’s eyes, I barely recognized the man she saw before her.

      I stared at my own larger-than-life figure. I had the form of a hero now. Looking at myself, I looked like the kind of man everyone wanted to be. I could see myself standing side by side with Hercules or Achilles and not looking out of place in the slightest. Was I worthy of what my cultivation had given me? Then Tivana said something that drove those thoughts right out of my mind.

      She smiled coyly at me. “Eltiana suggested you might enjoy taming a bratty princess.”

      My eyebrows shot up. “You, a brat?”

      “I can be bratty sometimes,” Tivana protested. “Remember when you first came to the capital? How I had the servants scurrying everywhere to prepare? You wouldn’t believe the talking-to I gave them when they put you up in ordinary guest quarters at first. They spent all night and the morning after getting Sam’s old room together for you and were dead on their feet by the time you arrived.”

      “I was wondering how I qualified for Sam’s old room back when I was nothing more than an ordinary true mage. To think I had a bratty little princess to thank for it.”

      I nibbled on Tivana’s lip for a moment, then twisted my hips. In one smooth motion, I’d flipped Tivana over onto the bed and swung myself, so I loomed over her, supported by my hands to either side of her shoulders.

      “So... w-what are you going to do about it?” Tivana’s eyes darted to mine as she struggled to keep a giggle out of her voice.

      “I’m going to give you a punishment to teach you a lesson, you naughty princess,” I said, voice stern and commanding.

      “I don’t think you can. My family is very powerful. I don’t think you dare to so much as speak a harsh word in my direction.”

      My grin widened. “Oh, trust me, princess. I dare. It’s taking all my willpower to hold off even this long.”

      “Well, then why don’t you... oh!” Tivana yelped as I scooped her into my hands in one swift and sudden motion. I flipped her onto her belly and laid her across my lap.

      Before Tivana could even react, my hand rang out against the tender flesh of her ass.

      “What was that?” Tivana asked breathlessly as she turned her head to see my fingers still kneading the flesh of her ass.

      She was firm beneath my fingers and yet soft at the same time. I could have spent days with her ass in my hands alone and never felt bored for an instant. Perhaps there was some mystical insight to be gained from comprehending the true nature of toned elven asses? I would have to recruit my other women to help me find out. It was a topic worthy of a few months of dedicated study at least.

      “I've wanted to do that from the moment we first met,” I said as I continued to knead Tivana’s ass. My hand rang out again, and I watched her rear jiggle before me.

      “I think I mentioned before that there was a law about forbidding the spanking of royalty.” Tivana reminded me.

      “That seems like the kind of thing your mother would declare. She seemed like the type of woman who preferred to do the spanking. But unfortunately for you, you’re in a bedroom rented by the Hearthwood Clan. And as the Patriarch of the Hearthwood Clan, I officially declare that I get to spank any beautiful princess I want.” My hand rung out again. “However long I want, and for any reason.”

      Tivana panted, and I heard her swallow as she held her plump red lips between her teeth. “I suppose then I have to abide by the customs of your people, so long as I’m your guest.”

      “You’ve got that right, princess. Perhaps I’ll make a good girl out of you yet.”

      Eventually, I could toy with Tivana no more. The growing burning heat within me demanded I lay her across the bed and claim her for real. The trickle of glistening fluids dripping down from between her legs and over my thigh was a testament to Tivana thinking the same.

      I scooped her back up into my arms and planted a kiss on her forehead.

      “That’s it? Eltiana warned me to prepare myself. I thought you were going to bite me or something. Huff. Apparently the Patriarch of the Hearthwood isn’t as much of a disciplinarian as I thought. Perhaps I should take a turn with you and see if I can’t do any better.” Tivana batted her eyelashes at me, teasing me as she wrapped her arms around my shoulders and pulled her waist closer to mine. My cock pressed against her bare stomach, and her juices dripped down the length of my manhood.

      “Oh, you’re going to get it now, princess,” I said, shaking my head. “One way or another, you’re going to learn who's in charge in the bedroom.”

      Tivana laughed. “Do your worst! If you can’t handle me, maybe you’ll be the one--” I cut her off before she could finish that sentence, flipping her around on the bed until she was face-first against the pillows with her ass in the air.

      She turned her head, staring at me out of one eye as she wiggled her butt in my direction. I jumped onto the bed behind her, cock bouncing with eager anticipation.

      She was so slick and wet between her legs that I slid over her opening twice. The tip of my member glided over the bead of her womanhood, and shivers ran up and down Tivana’s back.

      “Oh, you like that, do you?” I asked as I reached that same spot with my fingers and toyed with her entrance.

      Tivana let out a wordless moan. That was all the encouragement I needed. Strength left her limbs as she became putty in my grasp. I toyed with her a while longer, prying apart the delicate folds that had only ever been touched by my hands alone. From the way she acted and the busy life she’d led as a princess, I doubted even Tivana knew what she truly liked. I would have to help her discover this aspect of herself.

      My fingers ran up and down her open slit, and soon she was unconsciously pushing her hips back against me, moaning incoherently.

      “And just like that, Deania’s icy princess has been reduced to a mewling beast desperate to be bred,” I said as I ran my slick fingers over her thighs.

      “Q-quit playing around!” Tivana panted. “C-cultivate me!”

      After teasing her just a little while longer, I relented. I pushed the head of my shaft between her wet folds, parting them and plunging deep within her in one smooth motion.

      I felt unity form between us as we experienced a sense of oneness only possible when a man and woman were joined the way we were. My cultivation base mingled with hers, and the two of us felt like one. There were no words to describe the sensation. I felt every inch of her like my soul had poured into her body and wrapped around hers.

      I sensed spatial zeal in a way I never could on my own, and I knew that Tivana was feeling the earth, mind, and death inside of me. Her face went slack against the pillow as I thrust into her, and energy cycled between us with every thrust.

      The power built between us as the dual cultivation technique Tivana had been so thoroughly trained in enhanced our power. This time, Tivana’s energy landed inside of me, and when the sphere of power broke apart, I felt it push my cultivation to new heights.

      Congratulations, you are now a Level 42 sorcerer.

      The distant vision of the Hearthwood I had in my mind firmed and hardened as though it was taking greater shape to align with the reality that truly existed. From what I could gather, the Sunspire King had forged his palace in the shape of what he saw in his mind, making the world suit his cultivation. But I was letting my cultivation grow to match the world that existed already. Both were valid paths, as far as Tivana and Sam had explained to me, but I felt this was the right choice for me and the people of the Hearthwood.

      We continued on, despite my breakthrough. Tivana had plenty of energy left in her. That she was a sorcerer was what made this dual cultivation method possible with her where my other women would fail. Only she had the cultivation base required to match my own, which made the power we generated enough to push me to new heights.

      I felt earth building within me, but this time it wasn’t of my spirit cultivation, but of my body instead. I had been sinking energy into the particles spread in the muscles just beneath my skin. Ever since Wargod Grognak’s gift had pushed me to Gold Skin so I could defeat the Countess Frostweaver and the Timeweaver invaders, I had been pushing further.

      Thanks to the help I’d received in reaching the gold realm, pushing further was difficult. Gold Muscle had been further away for me than Silver Skin was from Silver Marrow, but I hadn’t spent these last few weeks of peace standing idly by.

      I’d been eating the finest monster meat and plants grown from the Hydroponic Bay for every meal. I’d spent hours each day in The Wanderer’s weight training chamber, and I’d sunk inordinate amounts of power into every particle distributed throughout my body.

      Now, during this dual cultivation session, that energy was just bubbling over. After weeks of work, it finally burst and pushed me past the limits that had stymied my progress until now.

      You have broken through Gold Skin and reached Gold Muscles. You are now a level 44 body cultivator!

      With a long sigh, I burst deep within Tivana. She quivered and twitched, having long since made a breakthrough of her own. Her face was slack, and her inner walls twitched around me as I rode the last of her successive waves of orgasms. Exhausted and accomplished, I flopped down onto the bed next to her and wrapped her up in my arms as we lay there and solidified our recent cultivation gains.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      I woke up the following morning with Tivana in my arms. She was curled up against my side, breathing gently. We were both sorcerers, so neither of us truly needed to sleep for long. More often than not, we would slip into a state partway between sleep and meditation. That way, we could relax and cultivate while refreshing ourselves a little.

      I was disappointed to find I hadn’t suddenly gained insight into something new, but I supposed understanding unique zeal particles was similar to but not a tenet of progression through the sorcerer ranks. After all, many demigods back on the World of Sanctuary and Serenity reached their current power level without ever scrutinizing the fundamentals of zeal or venturing to the Primordial World.

      “Morning,” I said as Tivana opened her eyes. “How was your cultivation session?”

      “Better, for all the help you gave me last night.” Tivana planted a kiss on my jaw. “But I must admit, you’re a bit distracting to cultivate with when we're doing things the normal way.”

      “You loved every moment of it.”

      The two of us had practiced the dual cultivation method passed down through Tivana’s family for generations. It was far more enjoyable than meditating and far more invigorating as well. I felt my energy swell and roil, and I was certain another breakthrough was coming soon.

      Tivana and I got dressed and headed down to the tavern below the inn. They were serving breakfast, and I spotted Sam already at a table sitting down and eating something bland and porridge-like.

      We joined him. I bought a large omelet, and Tivana had something that looked suspiciously like pancakes.

      “Any news on the search?” I asked Sam.

      He shook his head. “Someone was thumping on the wall all last night, so after sitting down and failing to cultivate for a few minutes, I decided to ask around and see if the people out at night had anything different to say than the ones we talked to during the day.”

      He leaned in closer, whispering as he spoke. “You were right to be curious about the Crystal Caverns. I have some memories of them as well, though what little I know is sparse and scattered. I know Dean and I went in with the local Adventurers Guild, who owns the exclusive right to the main entrance. But I don't think the two of us stuck with them for long. I did some digging. Apparently a guild surveyor goes in with every adventuring party to keep logs of the loot they take."

      "I suspect you and Dean didn't like that very much. Especially if you wanted to gather artifacts that would teach you more about the Timeweavers who've been sneaking into our world."

      "Agreed," Sam said. "Which is why I've already taken the liberty of meeting with some individuals of a more entrepreneurial nature. They're coming to the inn this afternoon. I've told them we're interested in exploring the Crystal Caverns as well. They're mostly at the wizard-level, but they know how to get into the Crystal Caverns without the Adventurers Guild's explicit approval. I was thinking we should talk to them."

      "Smart. But are you sure that's wise? I've sensed demigods here, and I don't want to get on the wrong side of the law."

      It had probably been hundreds of years since Sam had last needed to worry about the authorities. At his level of power, nobody would have had the strength to arrest him and Dean. There were individuals who might fight them, but no organizations like Deania's Royal Guard could hope to contain demigods. Here, things might be different, and I worried that Sam had forgotten how to handle things in a situation like this.

      Sam shrugged. “I’ve got a feeling that wherever Dean and my real body are, it has something to do with those caverns. Nobody saw us leave Rainbow City, so if we went anywhere, it was in there.”

      Slowly, I nodded. "Then this is a risk we'll have to take. I'll meet with your adventurers when they arrive."
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        * * *

      

      We spent the morning shopping and asking questions. There were a few fruit and vegetable sellers along the streets, and a lot of what was for sale was nearly as good as what came out of the Hydroponic Farm back in the Hearthwood. I sent a few samples back home in the hopes that they could improve what we could produce there.

      The fruit sellers were universally weaker than the shopkeepers. The shopkeepers had all been sorcerers, but those standing out front with a humble stall were mostly wizards.

      I hadn’t seen the entire city yet, but I had been getting the feeling that it was tough to rise high here without first reaching the sorcerer level. I wasn’t sure if there were any local laws prohibiting wizards and below from buying any real estate, so in all likelihood, any wizard or true mage living here simply spent all their income on cultivation supplies before investing in anything else.

      We spoke to a few more townsfolk. A few of them remembered Sam and Dean, but only one had any details.

      “Aye, I know these two troublemakers,” an older male goblin said as he stroked his chin. “They went into the Crystal Caverns. They had a brief spat with the local Adventurers Guild. Apparently they got into a bit of a fight over the guild tax rates and ended up leaving in a huff. They must have found another entrance to the Crystal Caverns and gotten killed. The Adventurers Guild charges a high rate, but anyone who doesn't use their entrance tends to wind up dead.”

      “How convenient for the Adventurers Guild…” I shot the goblin a sly look, hoping for more. But he wouldn’t meet my eye and merely shrugged.

      “The only explanation I can think of is that the guild does a really fine job of patrolling their entrance.”

      I wasn't sure I agreed with the goblin there, but I didn't like the thought that my friends were dead more. I pressed the goblin on that subject.

      “Do you really think they died just because they didn't use the guild-patrolled entrance?"

      “The guild’s always been good to me and mine. Their members bring me a lot of business. I think they know what they’re doing.” The goblin shrugged, hands toying with a knife and his fruits as he sliced neat wedges for himself.

      I thanked the fruit seller for his help by buying a few of what looked like magical tangerines. He seemed like he hadn’t wanted to talk any further on the subject. I was starting to get a little bit suspicious about this rumored Adventurers Guild.

      After that conversation, I asked around a bit more about the guild. Apparently they were a rather recent enterprise, and despite the name, they definitely weren't a guild. A rarely-seen female demigod ran the operation as soon as the Crystal Caverns started spewing out crystals. Nobody had seen her and her underlings arrive, and there were some rumors that they'd shown up with the Crystal Caverns as well.

      But those rumors were soon laid to rest when the Adventurers Guild started recruiting from the wizards in town, as well as the occasional sorcerer. It was odd that anyone they recruited immediately sold their belongings and moved to live in the guild headquarters inside the caverns themselves, but not odd enough to raise more than the occasional question. Lodging was expensive here in the city, and most of the townsfolk seemed to think taking the guild’s offer of free room and board wasn’t as strange as I initially thought.

      Tivana and I did the last of our shopping for the people back home and rejoined Sam later that afternoon back at the inn.

      He was already seated at a small isolated table, half hidden behind heavy curtains and tucked away in the corner and surrounded by a group of wizards hunched over the table with eyes darting around suspiciously. Those must be the friends Sam met the previous night.

      I made my presence known and Tivana and I headed over to join them. Sam was sipping on a cup of something while sitting at a table. Beneath hooded cloaks I identified the figures gathered around him as two female elves, one male dwarf, and a female orc.

      The group took me aback a little at how strange but simultaneously familiar they felt.

      The dwarf was heavily armored with a massive shield and no weapon to speak of. His role in the group was clearly defined at just a glance. He was a tank, meant to stand at the front of his party and defend them from danger. Behind him, the female orc had a heavy blade but light armor, suitable for backing him up on the front lines. Likely a fighter.

      The two elven women had a pair of ranged weapons. One had a bow and the other a staff. I’d run into plenty of elven cultivators that had a bow or staff during my travels, but this pair was dressed more like an archer and a priestess than like elven cultivators who happened to wield the weapons.

      The group went silent as we approached, at least until Sam stood up to introduce us.

      “Theo, Tivana!” Sam waved us over. “This is the adventuring party I spoke of before.”

      Sam introduced us to all four of his new acquaintances, and I made a note of each of their names. The elven names were fairly standard, if a little antiquated.

      The dwarf grimaced at Sam's loud voice. "Quiet down a little, please! The Adventurers Guild has a lot of ears around here."

      "Right. Sorry. But these are my friends. They're going to be the muscle."

      "We are?" I raised an eyebrow.

      "These guys here are going to take us into the Crystal Caverns," Sam explained.

      "Without the Adventurers Guild taking their massive cut," the dwarf added in a hushed whisper.

      I kept my eyebrow raised at Sam.

      "We need this, trust me, Theo. I'm remembering bits and pieces now. Dean and I did something similar. And we won't be able to truly explore the tunnels with an Adventurers Guild observer lurking over our shoulders."

      I shrugged. That sounded like a reasonable plan to me. I'd been planning on checking out the Crystal Caverns one way or another, and having an experienced group of adventurers to lead the way would make travel easier. Even if they were only wizards and didn't have the raw power of Tivana or myself, they would be useful if they knew the area.

      "Alright then. If we're going to be fighting together, we should get to know each other." I looked to the pair of elves, still curious about the Elven Star Dominion. "What planet in the Elven Star Dominion are the two of you from?” I asked the pair of them.

      “Oh, us? I’m from the World of Woods and Wilds. My companion here is from the World of Struggle and Strife,” one of the elves answered.

      “The orc homeworld?” I raised an eyebrow. I hadn’t realized elves had been on the orc world so long ago.

      “Ha, I haven’t heard anyone call it the orc homeworld in a long time. Not since we conquered their pitiful warring clans,” the other elf laughed. “As far as colonies go, though, it’s as good a world as any. The orc thralls are a little unruly, but firm elvish rule keeps them in line. Some of the good ones make decent front-line fighters thanks to their primitive but useful body cultivation.”

      She gave the orc next to her a possessive pinch on the ass. The orc stood still, not saying a word in reply or protest. Besides her light armor, she was dressed in little more than a loincloth and chest wrap, which was a bit scant for the cold morning air. Not that she needed anything. She had the build of an athlete, as all body cultivators did.

      The two elves were mid-wizards. The dwarf’s cultivation was harder to read since I wasn’t familiar with the path to power he took, but I gauged it to be roughly the same.

      The female orc was actually the strongest of the lot, despite being subordinate to the others. When I held my hand next to her, I realized she was at Gold Skin, just below my own level of body cultivation. That put her at roughly the equivalent of the early stages of sorcerer, though she was strictly a body cultivator instead of someone who cultivated both body and spirit like I did. The female orc’s eyes went wide as my skin touched hers, and she was shocked to discover I was a body cultivator like her.

      She said nothing as I inspected her body cultivation. Though we were technically of the same realm of power, the World Titan Fiendbody was a league beyond whatever body art she was using, and the energy within her instantly supplicated itself to my authority. The orcess let out a sharp intake of breath as my power brushed through her body. But any words she was going to speak came out muffled. I couldn’t see her mouth beneath her helmet, which completely covered the lower half of her face and left only her eyes exposed.

      I suspected she was gagged beneath the helmet. Her armor and equipment seemed like it was only of quality appropriate for a true mage, but the orc’s powerful body cultivation probably made up for it. The only piece of quality equipment on her was her collar and some matching bands around her wrists and ankles. From the nicks in them, she’d probably been using the bonds as bracers in battle, though they had to be restricting her movement.

      They looked like they were designed to instantly cut off the flow of zeal through her body with a simple command. I frowned at the underutilization of her power. I thought about saying something, but I would wait until we got to know these adventurers a little better. Perhaps the orc cultivated some fiendish body art that drove her mad with battle lust and needed the restrictions to control herself. I’d encountered orcs like that during my travels through the World of Struggle and Strife. It wouldn’t do to make a fuss now when we needed these adventurers most.

      “Is that so?” I replied with mild curiosity. It seemed that long ago, the orcs had been the thralls while the elves had been the masters. That solved the mystery of how so many elves had ended up on the orc homeworld in the first place. Little did this elf know that the tables would turn by my time in the Ten Thousand Worlds. “Does she speak?”

      The elf gave the orc a squeeze on the side of her bare ass.

      “Nope!” The elf laughed. “Besides a few words, she doesn’t even speak elvish. Someday, when I have time, I'll train her tongue to do something useful. I'm sure you can imagine what." The elf shot me a leer and a wink, which looked strange on her otherwise cute face.

      But I'd seen elves up to similar business, so I just snorted. “I suspected as much.”

      "If you make it worth my while, I can let you use her too." The elf placed a hand on top of mine.

      I chuckled. It had been some time since I'd run into elves this forward and eager. It reminded me of my early days on the World of Sanctuary and Serenity.

      "I appreciate it, but I'm good." I wrapped a hand around Tivana. I already had one woman who was taking all the attention I could give her, and she loved me very much. Something told me this elf here wasn't looking for romance either. A casual fling with some unknown adventurer just wasn't something I had time for.

      "Hmf. Fine." The elf snorted, clearly a little offended at my casual rejection.

      We chatted for a while longer, and I eased over the wound as best as I could. She still wasn't happy with me, but eventually I eased her hurt ego enough that it wouldn't affect the upcoming dungeon dive.

      Tivana stayed quiet at my side, pouting the whole time. Seldana and Graylana had made it clear that their kind of elves didn’t like Tivana’s, so she probably was trying to not give herself away.

      Once we both knew who we were dealing with, the adventurers were ready to head off. Our whole group left the inn together and headed up the mountain.

      "This is the Adventurers Guild’s lift, isn't it?" I asked as I pointed to a sign.

      "Aye, that it is. But their lifts are the only ways up the mountain, and this is the less used one. The Adventurers Guild laid down grounding wards that prevent flight to the top and have sealed every cavern entrance we could find. So unless you want to spend a few days or weeks digging, there's only one way in. Not to worry though, we have a contact on duty with the guild themselves, and she’ll let us through the main entrance," the dwarf explained.

      He'd been doing most of the talking on behalf of his party, so I took him to be the leader of his band. That was rather interesting. The elves I knew didn't think much of dwarves and certainly wouldn't have been willing to follow the lead of one. But the elves from the Elven Star Dominion once again proved themselves to be more worldly than their modern counterparts.

      The Adventurers Guild clerk looked a little messy for an elf. Her fire-red hair hung loose and limp around her shoulders, like she’d only just barely been able to force herself out of bed.

      Her cheeks were heavy, and there were bags under her eyes. She looked like she hadn’t had a good night, but considering she was a wizard I revised that to suspecting she hadn’t had a good month.

      "Hello, missy," the dwarf said as he greeted the Adventurers Guild clerk.

      “Finally,” the elf clerk whispered. Her eyes darted from side to side. “Nobody saw you headed up the mountain?”

      “Of course. We know our stuff, missy. We took the rear lift,” the dwarf replied.

      The elf clerk frowned. “Alright. Good. My superiors are a little odd from time to time about this kind of thing. There aren’t many jobs in town like this one where you can pocket a few coins on the side. I don’t want to lose it. At least not until I can save up for the pills to reach sorcerer.”

      “Nor do we, missy,” the dwarf chuckled. “We have many runs like this one planned. I’ve got a pouch of gold with your name on it, and your modest cut of the haul will be coming later tonight.”

      I watched curiously as beads of sweat trickled down the elf clerk’s brow. It was rare to see an elf sweat, especially one at the wizard realm. Her hands trembled as she leaned against the counter, struggling to keep herself standing straight against some internal strain. I’d only ever been able to make it happen at this level with a great deal of manual labor.

      “Nervous?” I asked the elf clerk. “If you’re truly that worried, maybe we should call it off.”

      But the elf clerk quickly shook her head. “No, it’s fine. I woke up with this big spider bite last month when I moved into the guild bunking quarters. I’ve head headaches and a bit of a fever ever since.” She laughed to herself. “It’s been so long since I’ve been sick I forgot how rough it could be! Back home, it’s unheard of for anyone above mage acolyte to come down with a fever. Don’t worry, the guild doctor assured me it isn’t contagious. I just need bed rest. That’s part of what lets me do this, you see. The rest of the guild thinks I’m taking the day off to rest. So if we could hurry this up, I’d like to get back to that.”

      “As soon as we’re in the Crystal Caverns, we’ll get out of your hair,” the dwarf shrugged. “Now, if you could please open the way for us?”

      “Right… right…” the elf clerk muttered. I’m now wiping all evidence of you entering the Crystal Caverns or traveling up the lift. In a moment I’ll disable the gate enchantments for routine maintenance, clearing the path for you to head into the caverns.”

      “And about letting us out again?” The dwarf asked.

      “Oh… I’ll be here again tonight…” the elf clerk said. From the way she spoke I didn’t think she’d given the matter any thought. “You have a good story to cover for your whereabouts right now, correct?”

      "Yep! Not a soul knows where anyone here is!" the dwarf replied, giving the clerk an exaggerated wink. "If anyone asks, we're in our rooms back at the inn, drinking and having a grand old time. Maybe playing a few games of cards. If we hurry, we can come back with enough zeal crystals to make that happen for real. Come on!"

      The elf clerk disabled the glowing energy field covering the entrance of the Crystal Caverns, and the moment it was down the dwarf darted in first, looking left and right as he scanned the gloom and the crystal-studded walls for signs of danger.

      After hefting his axe menacingly and finding nothing to chop, he turned his head and waved to the rest of our group. The orc and pair of other elves followed him in at his signal.

      Tivana and I headed in last. As we entered, I cast one last look at the clerk by the counter, suspicions mounting as she scratched the spot on her back where she claimed she’d been bitten by a spider.

      I turned and whispered to Tivana and Sam.

      “Don’t let your guard down. And be on your guard for fate spells.”
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      The adventurers formed up into a group that seemed well-practiced. The dwarf went to the front with the orc behind him. Meanwhile, the elf with the staff stood in the center, and the one with the bow held up the rear.

      “Now, we’re not quite certain how the lot of you want to group up...” The dwarf ran his hand against the back of his helmet, clearly hoping I had a few suggestions.

      “Tivana, you like ranged attacks. Why don’t you head towards the middle? I’ll guard the rear,” I suggested.

      Tivana looked a bit hesitant to stand next to her fellow elves. The two of them had tried to get Tivana talking about herself, but she’d given them no more than a few curt words in reply. But my assurance that I’d be right behind her was enough for her to take up her position.

      At the rear of the party, I’d be able to keep a close eye on everyone. Though these adventurers had been nothing but cordial, I still had a nagging feeling in my gut about them and wanted to be positioned to keep an eye on everyone.

      “I’m afraid I’ll need to stick close to the middle as well,” Sam said. “My cultivation isn’t what it once was, and I’d prefer to use the tricks I’ve got from a distance, if possible. I can also be a healer if we need it.”

      “Aye.” The dwarf nodded. “Sounds like a plan. Now, to glory, riches, and finding your missing friends!”

      A cheer went up from the adventurers, and I smiled and joined them.

      The opening of the Crystal Caverns was well lit. A pair of glowing crystals adorned an arched stone entrance. This was clearly part of the area the Adventurers Guild led its people through, because there were guild signs everywhere.

      

      Attention, Adventurers!

      You may mine zeal crystals from these walls, but know that the deeper you go, the more valuable the crystals will become. Remember, when in doubt, follow the directions of your guild-sponsored guide. They know these caverns well, and without one present to lead you out again, you will most definitely die!

      Thank you for adventuring in our caverns!

      

      "That almost sounds like a threat," I whispered to Sam.

      He nodded in agreement. "The Adventurers Guild sounds like a criminal organization putting on a friendly face. We should make sure to stay clear of them for the rest of our stay in the city."

      Soon after we entered the Crystal Caverns, the trappings of civilization began to fade into mostly natural tunnels. The height and width throughout the area stayed consistent as we walked inside the cave system, which meant someone had probably widened any narrow points years ago, but on the whole, the walls had the smooth and unworked texture of natural stone.

      We’d brought plenty of torches for this adventure, but they proved to be unnecessary. Purple crystals adorned the walls of the tunnel, glowing with a gentle magical light that cast an eerie luster over the tunnels.

      I broke one of the crystals off. As I suspected, it was a zeal crystal. I’d only ever seen concentrations of zeal crystals this dense outside of one of the Hearthwood’s nexus seals set up years ago by Sam and Dean.

      “Don’t bother with those,” the dwarf warned me as I motioned to pry a few more crystals off the wall. “There are high-grade zeal crystals further in. This area has already been picked clean.”

      “No wonder the merchants tell everyone to head into the Crystal Caverns,” I chuckled as I looked around. This was what all the merchants had been selling their goods in exchange for. If it wasn’t for such easy access to zeal crystals, the merchants would have probably needed to sell their goods for an even lower price. So far, Tivana and I had restrained ourselves to buying the cheaper items meant for true mages and wizards, with a few exceptions for Tivana. But a good haul here would give us the chance to buy anything we thought would help our own cultivation. There were potions on the shelves of that alchemy store that could have helped my body cultivation.

      The hungry gleam in my eye nearly distracted me from my true purpose here. We had to find Sam and Dean and bring them home. But being in a dungeon filled with riches worth my time again made me remember days now long gone where me and my group of women would delve beneath the earth for wealth and sources of greater power.

      “Watch out, giant beetle ahead!” the dwarf yelled.

      Mere moments after he spoke, the beetle in question rushed our group. It stood as tall as I was, but was as wide as a wagon. The monster’s mandibles gnashed together hungrily, and its brilliant blue shell glistened in the light. It vaguely reminded me of the Waterbeetle’s back in the Hearthwood that Assyrus’ tribe had guarded so jealously when we first arrived there, only this beetle was thousands of times bigger and stronger than those.

      

      Crystal-Hoarding Beetle (Mid Wizard, Level 35)

      This beetle curates and collects powerful zeal crystals on its underbelly, slowly absorbing them over time to empower itself or build a nest for its offspring.

      

      The dwarf held his shield aloft with a ferocious battle cry. His armor lit with brilliant blue light, and the gem in the center of his shield shot a beam of energy at the beetle’s face. At first, I thought that it was an attack that failed to accomplish anything. But the beam of light seemed to completely enrage the beetle to the point that it targeted the dwarf and completely ignored anything else, including the orc woman charging it with her sword.

      The orc woman hacked at the beetle while the elf archer hit it with arrows, and the staff-wielding elf summoned a fireball. The beetle’s armor resisted all of these attacks, but once Tivana started throwing in a few of her spatial spells into the mix, the beetle’s armor fell apart.

      “That spell is amazing!” the dwarf said as he cast an admiring glance at Tivana, who’d cut a chunk out of the beetle’s side with one of her disintegration spheres.

      “It was nothing,” Tivana said before stepping back to return to my side. I’d been prepared to lend a hand against the beetle as well, but my aid proved to be unnecessary.

      Instead, I simply stepped up to the front and helped the dwarf and orc flip the beetle over onto its underbelly, exposing a vast array of zeal crystals stuck to its underside.

      “Looks like we’ve struck pay dirt!” The dwarf chuckled as he began prying the high-grade zeal crystals off the underside of the beetle. These things were roughly the equivalent of the wizard-realm zeal crystals Dean had left for me back in the Hearthwood, and just one of them was worth a hundred lesser crystals. So I eagerly joined in and dumped a few fistfuls of them into a sack.

      I could have gathered more by dumping them into my Dimensional Storage, but I wasn’t ready to reveal that particular item to these strangers. Since bags of holding didn’t work in this place, my Dimensional Storage would be incredibly valuable, and there was no guaranteeing they wouldn’t try to steal it. After all, the main limit to what an adventurer in their line of work could haul out on a dungeon run was what they could carry.

      “Where did you learn that spell?” the bow-wielding elf asked Tivana.

      “My mother,” Tivana answered curtly. She shifted awkwardly. It was getting increasingly difficult for her to avoid the questions of the other elves.

      “And where did she learn it? I know of a few space-aspect clans, but you don’t seem to be from any of them. Your clothes are of fine work, but I don’t recognize the style or insignia.” The bow-wielding elf reached out to touch Tivana’s clothes, but Tivana pulled back. “I’m just... a humble farm girl. That’s right! My family is made of a bunch of farmers!”

      The bow-wielding elf sensed Tivana’s lie and narrowed her eyes. I had to hold back a snort as my refined princess pretended to be a hardworking woman of the land.

      “A farmer?” The bow-wielding elf glanced at Tivana’s clean nails and soft hands before snorting.

      “Really!” Tivana insisted.

      “What does your family grow?” the bow-wielding elf asked.

      Tivana seemed at a loss. She knew the names of plenty of plants, but I doubted she was familiar with the process of growing any of them. So I pulled out a large, magical tomato from the Hydroponic Farm and tossed it to the bow-wielding elf. She caught it and stared at the plump red tomato in wonder.

      “That's a tomato!” Tivana said, having finally found something she recognized that these elves wouldn't be able to call her out on. As far as I knew, tomatoes like these only grew in the hydroponic farm. Tivana had learned about them there when we took a romantic stroll through the growing plants there.

      “It looks like a poisonous fruit,” the bow-wielding elf said skeptically.

      “They go well with sandwiches, soups, salads, and countless other dishes." Tivana had eaten plenty of tomatoes during her time in the Hearthwood. They’d become popular enough that some of our people were even trying to grow them outside of the Hydroponic Farm, to varying degrees of success.

      “Alright, I suppose maybe you really are a farmer for some fruit I’ve never heard of.” The bow-wielder sighed. “This thing must grow on some truly bizarre-looking trees.”

      “It grows more like a vegetable on little plants.” Tivana held her hand out to hip height, gesturing roughly the size of a tomato plant.

      The bow-wielder stared at the tomato. “Impossible. This is definitely a fruit.”

      That ended up turning into a small, friendly argument between my group and the adventurers. It broke most of the tension between our two groups as we headed deeper into the tunnels. Even I started to relax a little as the adventurers voiced their wonder at how tomatoes came about.

      The next dozen monsters we faced were all beetles, though most were of a smaller size than the first and had lower-quality zeal crystals on them. The adventurers would have been able to take the monsters down on their own, but it wouldn’t have been as easy without Tivana and I breaking through their armor.

      Sam didn’t fight any of the beetles, but the adventurers were certainly glad to have him around when one of the beetles got the better of the dwarf’s defenses and mangled one of his arms.

      “Argh! I can’t hold my shield!” the dwarf cried in panic and pain. Without his shield in front of the group, all that was standing between the two vulnerable elves was the female orc. Had they been alone, the beetle might have actually gotten the better of their party. Fortunately, Tivana was there to lay down a web of slicing strands of spatial zeal that forced the beetle back.

      That let me step forward and drag the dwarf adventurer to safety, where Sam started casting his time reversal spell. In moments, the dwarf’s mangled arm returned to the healthy state it had been in moments before.

      “Well, ain’t that something? Thanks, lads!” The dwarf lunged forward, past Tivana’s spatial barrier to pick his shield back up. When he confronted the beetle again, he made sure it wouldn’t get the best of him a second time. Our group soon bested it like all the others.

      “Victory!” The pair of elven adventurers cheered, giving Tivana and me each a warm embrace to celebrate. “That was a close one! We would have been in trouble without you guys.”

      “It was nothing.” Tivana’s face flushed red at the praise, but the two other elves continued to congratulate her over her spell. I gave her a pat on the shoulder. Though I’d been initially skeptical of these adventurers, I was just now starting to warm up to them.

      We rolled the giant beetle onto its back and pulled it to the side of the tunnel, so it wasn’t blocking the way forward.

      “That doesn’t look like another cave entrance,” I said as I peered at the area behind the giant beetle monster’s lair. Instead of rough natural stone, the entrance behind the beetle had a cleanly shaped arch.

      After mining the high-grade zeal crystals in the area, we explored the cave entrance in question. Sure enough, the tunnels ended here. What we ran into was a massive chamber.

      “This looks large enough to contain a city,” the bow-wielding elf said in a hushed whisper.

      “More than that. It looks like it did contain a city at one point.” Sam pointed up as he spoke, gesturing to a dense network of spiderwebs dangling from the center of the massive cavern.

      I felt my skin crawl as it healed tiny amounts of damage distributed across my entire body and deflected a lot more. Thanks to my experiments with nuclear reactors back in the Hearthwood, I recognized the sensation.

      "Watch out, guys, there's a dangerous quantity of radiation in this area," I warned everyone. "It shouldn't harm us, but make sure you drink a vitality potion when we get back."

      "Radiation? Is that like an area hex?" the bow-wielding elf asked.

      "Something like that. If you get hit with enough of it, your skin falls off and you die in pretty terrible pain."

      The elf went pale.

      "Don't worry, it shouldn't affect someone at your cultivation level unless you decided to live here for a few weeks. Just drink that vitality potion and you should be fine."

      The elf gulped, but her eyes turned to the forgotten city around us, and I could see thoughts of riches behind her eyes overpowering her fear.

      My eyes also turned to our surroundings. Suspended within those webs were countless cocoons and structures connected by threads attached to the ceiling and an interwoven network of silken bridges. The others probably had a tough time making up the distant shapes in the low light of the zeal crystals scattered around the chamber, but my eyes had no trouble picking them out.

      For a moment, I thought I saw something skittering between the webs above us. I peered into the distance, but when I didn’t see anything else move, I dismissed it as a trick of the light.

      Though I’d eased up, that didn’t mean I’d let down my guard. I was one loud noise away from firing off a combination of defensive and offensive spells against anything that sprung out at us.

      “Wait a moment...” Sam said, looking around with wide eyes. “I... I think I remember this place.”

      “Then there could be a clue here. We’ll need to search the area.” I turned towards the adventurers. “We’re going to need to stay here a while. There might be valuables in that spider city above us, and we’re looking for any clues about some missing people.”

      “Aye, don’t worry, lad.” The dwarf waved his hand and threw his shield over his shoulder. He itched his palms, eager to loot some valuables. “Your friend told us about your search. I’m sure we can occupy ourselves poking around for valuables while you look for clues as to the whereabouts of your missing friends. We’ve all got families back in the normal world, and prizes from a pocket world civilization attached to the Primordial World like this one are bound to be incredible!”

      I turned to the adventurers. "We should stick together. We're stronger as a group."

      The dwarf grimaced. "About that, lad. Well... if there are valuables to be had, we're likely to find more if we split up."

      In other words, the dwarf was afraid that because me and Tivana were stronger, we'd monopolize all the good stuff for ourselves.

      "We promised to protect you," I said.

      "And you've done a darn good job of it. But it looks like there aren't any monsters here. That radiation hex thing you mentioned probably keeps them out. We'll be fine! Just give us an hour to scout around. The chamber isn't that big, we can shout to find each other when we're done!"

      I shook my head. "I'm not sure that's wise."

      "Wise? No. Profitable? Yes." The dwarf chuckled as he turned, guiding his two elven and one orcish companion away with him as he parted ways with Tivana, Sam, and me.

      In the end, that suited me. The adventurers, while knowledgeable, weren't as strong as my group. And while they’d primarily be looking for loot, we were looking for clues. I only hoped they were careful and didn't let anything bad happen to them before they regrouped.

      Sam used his trick to look for footprints a few times. Most of the boot prints we found that way was too small to be Sam or Dean. They probably belonged to some elf adventurer or another. We were hopeful we’d found a human print at one point but soon realized the boot that made it belonged to the same dwarven adventurer we’d arrived here with, this one a few months old.

      “Odd. His party said he was a new arrival like them,” I said.

      Sam shrugged. “It’s possible for two dwarves to buy the same boots… although there is another explanation. I’ve sensed fate in disarray in these caverns. Time could have passed differently over this set of prints.”

      “Great, more Primordial World madness…” I grumbled.

      It took a bit more exploring to find a way up to the city from the ground beneath it. The spiders who lived here had probably used some of the dangling vertical strands to descend from the city to the ground below, but the three of us preferred something a little sturdier.

      Eventually, we found a long trailing web sized wide enough to climb and made our way up to the lowest level of the interwoven structures.

      Once there, the place proved to be surprisingly cozy. Small bundles of silken fabric the size of buildings hung everywhere like house-shaped baskets. From the looks of things, that was how most of these structures had been used.

      “A bit gloomy and humid,” Sam said as he poked his head inside the nearest nest-shaped house.

      “Creepy.” Tivana poked her head over his shoulder.

      “What an unusual design.” I stepped up behind them.

      Once I realized that the building was a house, I’d somehow expected it to be house-like. That couldn’t be further from the truth. There were no couches, beds, tables, and chairs inside the spider home. Everything was laid out on lines of flexible webbing.

      Items like weapons, clothes, and tools were strewn about the lair and tangled in suspended webs of silk. If there was a pattern to the madness, I couldn’t discern it, though the fact that this place had been abandoned for so long was no doubt partly to blame. Regions of the nest were stretching towards the ground as time robbed the spider webs of their strength.

      “Are we really going in here?” Tivana bit her lip as she glanced at me. Sam was already walking along a strand of wrist-thick silk like it was a tightrope and ambling over to the other side of the spider nest.

      I grabbed a strand overhead and started heading up. I waved a hand at Tivana. “We won’t find clues to where Sam and Dean are there. Come! We’ll explore and find out a little more about whoever these giant spiders were. Perhaps then we can find out what happened to Sam and Dean. And while we’re at it, we can pick up a few trinkets along the way.”

      A strand of pearls hung suspended from one of the nearby webs. I plucked it from the webs wound around it and inspected it. Good quality, and there was a fate enchantment on it.

      “Maybe it’s a good luck charm.” I tossed the strand of pearls to Tivana. “I understand that such things are quite rare in Deania?”

      That got Tivana scrambling after me. A princess she might be, but Deania’s ability to finance her progression through the sorcerer realm had started waning long ago. The entire Queendom put together just didn’t have the resources to give her. That’s why Dean went off adventuring in the first place. He needed more cultivation supplies. And it was also why none of Tivana’s aunts were still around. After Tivana’s mother claimed Deania, the other children scattered far and wide, knowing that the country would struggle to support one or two powerful cultivators, let alone a whole family of them.

      The end result was that Tivana had to learn to pillage and loot like any sorcerer of common upbringing if she wanted to get her hands on the good stuff without parting with large portions of her country’s wealth. She’d already spent the equivalent of three years’ tax revenue back at the shop buying a small handful of sorcerer pills and cultivation wards.

      So we looted and pillaged. There were a few books of particular interest to me inside the nest, and I thought I even recognized the cover on one of them.

      “I think this is a cultivation manual,” I said as I passed the book to Tivana.

      “You’re right. It’s Yillnara’s Guide to Introductory Spirit Cultivation. It’s a picture book normally given to heartwielders trying to break into mage acolyte. My family usually gives these things away by the hundreds in the capital.”

      I grimaced. When I first arrived in the Hearthwood, I’d seen these among Assyrus’ prized possessions. I was certain it was the same for most of the Hearthwood Matriarchs before my arrival when mage acolyte was considered the peak of cultivation for the region.

      But flipping open the book, I found the pages were written in an odd language completely unfamiliar to me.

      “That looks like scribbles. It must be the spiders’ native language,” Tivana said.

      I nodded in agreement. “This is a rare find. With this and the copy written in elvish, we can learn to translate their language. Come, we’ll ship the rest of the books back to the Heathwood to see if there are any more matches. I’m certain a few of my children can puzzle this mystery out.”

      We’d moved on to the next nest-house when a note written in Argona’s cramped but flawlessly neat hand appeared in my Dimensional Storage. The note contained a warm hello and a brief rundown of how things were going back home. After that, Argona said Mac had learned the language and had shared it with The Wanderer.

      My interdimensional ship had improved upon that understanding and generated a language model that could be implanted directly into my mind.

      Learn Basic Timeweaver (Cost: 800 points)

      I accepted the prompt, and after a brief pain in the side of my skull, I realized my surroundings were making a lot more sense. In one corner, what I’d previously thought was just a web within a web was actually what served as the equivalent of a dinner table to these spiders. Over to my left, a series of sideways strands was a bed. The odd patterns on the walls were actually a sign. I read it, suddenly feeling a lot closer to these spiders than I had been before.

      One thing the knowledge packet confirmed was that the previous inhabitants of this cavern city were definitely the Timeweavers. But from the looks of things, this city was truly abandoned. Perhaps Sam and Dean had gotten the same idea I was getting now. This was the perfect opportunity to study an enemy of our entire world. By knowing them, we were better equipped to deal with them in the future, whether by arms or diplomacy.

      “This is a Timeweaver lair,” I warned Tivana. “Be careful, but don’t be afraid to be curious as well. I don’t think we’re as different from these things as we thought.”

      “What’s that?” Tivana pointed to an intricate series of webs on the wall. It looked like the previous owner of this nest had hung up some decorations for a celebration, including a large sign made of woven webs.

      I studied the webs and frowned at the text I saw there.

      To my first husband, who sired our children before I ate him. He tasted very good.

      “Never mind,” I muttered. “We’re very different creatures.”
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      With the ability to read the webs, I had a much easier time navigating us through the abandoned Timeweaver City. I hunted down Sam, and we headed straight for the city treasury. I was disheartened when I saw it had already been broken into, but whoever had tried to scour the place clean last hadn’t realized what the big bundle of near-impenetrable silk was.

      “This is tough stuff,” I said, as even Spell Eater failed to cut through this pale, zeal-laden silk. “I’ll have to see if I can send some of this back to the Hearthwood. Flexible armor this sturdy would be a good fit for Comela.”

      “You spoil your children.” Tivana smiled at me. “All most elves get from their fathers is a ten percent family discount.”

      “A what?” I furrowed my brows in confusion.

      “Most male elves work at the Temple of Fertility. They’re the ones that keep our population from collapsing,” Tivana explained. “So a ten percent discount would be...”

      I held up my hands. “Alright, I get the picture.”

      Tivana giggled to herself while I grumbled. I got the feeling I’d just fallen for an old elven joke.

      Sam was the one who managed to finally get the silk ball-shaped vault open. It took a few delicate maneuvers with fate zeal to crack the seal, after which the whole thing split apart and spilled out a mountain of zeal crystals, all the highest quality.

      “This is more than the entire country of Deania would make in a couple of years!” Tivana exclaimed as she dug her hands into the pile of gems.

      “Quite the pretty penny.” I grinned back at her. “This is more than we can carry back, and we probably don’t want to be seen hauling around this much wealth. We’ll have to use my Dimensional Storage. We’ll divide it up when we’re back home.”

      After hitting all the critical buildings where I thought the best stuff would be, we finally encountered something else that jogged Sam’s memory a little.

      “You know, I mentioned nothing earlier, but I think I could open that safe because I spent a few days trying to figure it out before.” Sam ran his fingers through his hair. “I gave up last time, but after a bit of research in the Hearthwood, I figured out what was stumping me before.”

      “So the pile of spider statues in the corner was...”

      “Probably Dean’s work,” Sam said. “He couldn’t explore the place while they looked at him.”

      After the treasury, we hit the armory, which was completely untouched. Unfortunately, that most of the weapons and armor were meant for spider bodies meant most of them were unusable for anyone close to me.

      We hoped that some buildings around the treasury would be places where Sam and Dean had been, and a few bits and pieces came to Sam as we walked, but nothing definitive. In the end, I turned to address my companions for a brief brainstorming session.

      “So we’ve confirmed that Sam and Dean were here at one point. Since then, the people down in Rainbow City didn’t mention them ever coming back from the Crystal Caverns. They must have gone elsewhere. The only question is where?”

      They both shrugged.

      “Maybe there’s another exit closer to another town,” Tivana suggested. “They could have gotten lost, come out on the other side, and sold their things there instead of here.”

      “Could there really be another town so close without Rainbow City knowing about it?”

      Sam nodded. “There could be if it wasn’t located in the same time period as the city we just visited. But, remember, the Primordial World is an odd place. People from vastly different eras can run into each other by accident. Maybe they’re stuck in a version of Rainbow City thousands of years in the past, or thousands of years in the future.”

      “Heavens damn time travel,” I grumbled. “It’s a tangled and confusing mess.”

      Sam shot me a sheepish grin, having heard the story of what happened when I was chasing after Melise in the Fateweaver Society. “Fortunately, the Primordial World is a lot more powerful than I was when I set up a time bubble around the Fateweaver Society. This place isn’t limited to fixed point time travel like I was. Here, you can change small things about the future if you try. But there are always powerful currents of fate trying to keep things the same. It’s why the Cult of the Unblinking Eye couldn’t just arrive in the past and kill us all before we were strong enough to become a problem for them. Fate itself stops them.”

      “That is both terrifying and good to know.” Could I go back to when The Wanderer first arrived in the Ten Thousand Worlds? I could make up for those four hundred years I spent in stasis. I could save Savatania, who died outside in the woods waiting for me.

      But if I saved her, Sava wouldn’t have come about, and I might have actually died in that river after fighting Eltiana’s tribe.

      No, time was too confusing for me to try meddling with. But I would need to set up an outpost here in the Primordial World to watch over The Hearthwood before its existence. The last thing I wanted was something like the Cult of the Unblinking Eye trying to wreck my timeline.

      That settled, the three of us scoured a few more houses. Most of the larger nests had already been cleared out, but we left a few wealthy districts to visit. Sam and I were particularly interested in some of their cultivation manuals. They’d written about fate zeal, and getting other perspectives could only help improve his craft. Their library on more general aspects of zeal was a bit lacking, but I was more than happy to add it to the Hearthwood’s collection.

      During our journey, a sensation of incredible wrongness washed over me, and I sat bolt upright while in the middle of reading a Timeweaver inventory ledger.

      “What was that?” I asked in alarm.

      “There was a ripple in space,” Tivana said. “Like a wave crashing over us and passing by. For a moment, I thought we’d been involuntarily teleported, but my magic tells me this place is the same as ever.”

      “Strange,” Sam said. “I sensed the same thing, only with fate magic. We must have been hit by a space-time disturbance. They’re far more common here in the Primordial World than elsewhere. They can throw you to elsewhere or when you’re hit by one.”

      I reached out and touched the silk beneath me. It looked newer and fresher than it had moments ago.

      The disturbance reminded me of the feeling of being inside the Timeweavers’ home dimension. I’d battled one spider in its home territory back when I was back in the Hearthwood. It had been far more potent than in normal space.

      Perhaps the presence of that space-time disturbance enhanced the lingering magic inside the spiderwebs around us. That was certainly possible, though it didn’t shake my gut’s growing feeling of worry.

      “We should find the other adventurers. I don’t want to linger here much longer. We’ve already gotten anything worth taking. If this place had stirred any memories within Sam, he would have remembered them by now.”

      “They were looting houses over in that direction last I heard,” Sam said as he pointed across the cavern.

      I followed his finger. “That should be one of the city’s poorer districts. I doubt they’ve been having much luck. Perhaps we can point them in the right direction, as thanks for helping us get this far.”

      So we headed off in the direction we’d last heard the adventurers. They’d been making a lot of noise earlier, but now that we were actually looking for them, they’d gone quiet. At first, I figured they were just looking through books to find whichever ones were the most valuable. Of course, without access to something like my Dimensional Storage, they’d need to be picky about what they hauled out on their backs through the tight tunnels ahead of us.

      But that thought was brought to an abrupt end when I saw what waited for us where we’d last heard them hollering.

      Before us, countless withered skeletons hung suspended in the air, wrapped in old cobwebs. The webbing was much thicker here, where the web beneath my feet lost its bounce and became as hard as packed earth.

      If I hadn’t seen the empty air beneath this place moments ago, I would have thought I was within a damp and humid cave.

      I approached one of the old skeletons, and as I did, I heard something crack beneath my feet. Packed within the webs beneath us were countless more skeletons. My passage cracked a withered yellow skull. Back on the World of Sanctuary and Serenity, these things would have dispersed into death zeal, but here they stayed as dark totems to the living beings who’d died here.

      Tivana had her sword drawn and looked confused when the skeleton didn’t start moving.

      “It’s dead,” I assured her.

      “Undead?” She poked it with her sword, but the skeleton remained unmoving.

      Satisfying her would have been faster than explaining that dead things didn’t always become undead, so I had Minerva use a little death zeal to make the skeleton squirm. The moment it started moving, Tivana sliced it into a thousand pieces, along with the rest of the skeletons within the webs around us.

      “Hey, adventurers!” Sam called as Tivana made sure all the dead things nearby stayed dead. “Where are you?”

      I turned my keen senses to the task of listening for the adventurers. Even if they were sitting quietly inside one of these dangling nests, I should have been able to hear something from them. They hadn’t exactly been a quiet bunch.

      But I heard nothing.

      “Something is wrong,” I warned Tivana and Sam.

      “What is it?” Sam asked.

      Tivana slid to my side with a defensive spell already prepared.

      “I can’t hear anything from them. There are a few scurrying flies and insects, along with a bit of wind, but I can’t hear anyone besides the three of us. No talking, no footsteps. Nothing.”

      Sam grimaced. He closed his eyes a moment, and I watched fate zeal flare from his body.

      The spell took nearly a minute to work, and Tivana and I took up guard positions on either side of him until he was finished. When he was finally done, Sam’s look had darkened significantly.

      “You’re right,” Sam said. “I’ve looked into fate and didn’t see us meeting up with them again within the next few weeks. Not in any futures past this point.”

      “What does that mean?” Tivana asked.

      I knew the answer. During Sam’s brief meditation, my eyes had finally locked onto a dangling bundle of silk. It looked fresher than anything else in the chamber, almost as though it had been woven minutes ago instead of years ago, like the rest of the cocoons.

      I used Spell Eater’s tip to slice open the webs. It was tough stuff and wouldn’t yield, no matter how hard I sawed. These webs were carefully engineered creations of magic designed to be untouchable except to those who knew how to unweave them.

      Thankfully, I had a nuclear-powered energy beam built into Spell Eater’s tip, and that was something the webs had never been designed to handle. With it, I cut open the cocoon.

      “That’s...” Tivana held a hand to her lips.

      It was the bow-wielding elven adventurer. Her skin was pale with all the life drained out of it. Her eyes were open, and she stared blankly at us. Less than an hour ago, she’d been laughing and joking, and now she was a corpse. From the clammy feel of her skin and the withered look in her glassy eyes, she looked like she’d been dead for months instead of minutes.

      Tivana averted her gaze, face growing sick. I realized she’d probably never seen the corpse of one of her own people. Elven bodies didn’t linger long. Typically, they dispersed into zeal and their own wisp, which drifted off somewhere hoping to form a new body and giving the elf in question a second chance at life. If they were lucky and did it fast enough, they could even retain some memories and power they had before their deaths.

      But this elf hadn’t been so lucky. The webs wrapped around her contained her zeal in a tightly bundled package, unable to escape. The only question was why? There were far easier things to hunt than elves, and I didn’t think they were harvesting anything from her. So why catch an elf like this?

      “We can free her,” I suggested. “Help me get these webs off her. Maybe we can send her back to the Hearthwood and get her reincarnated. If we do it quickly enough, she might be able to tell us what happened.”

      I looked her body over for wounds and found a large gouge in her stomach. Though she didn’t cultivate in the way I was used to, she was still a capable warrior. She wouldn’t have gotten to the Primordial World without being the equivalent of a sorcerer. No ordinary gouge would have been able to take her down.

      I spotted faint traces of a transparent liquid around the wound. When I poked it, a pale, lifeless orb dribbled out.

      “What is that?” Tivana asked, hand over her mouth.

      “It looks like... an egg,” I said.

      “Timeweavers need to lay their eggs inside the flesh of intelligent beings. The more powerful, the better. From the looks of things, this elf’s body wasn’t strong enough to survive the process. Those eggs died with her. They’re valuable alchemy ingredients for fate-aspect potions, so we should take them.”

      Tivana’s eyes went unfocused for a second before she rapidly turned to look behind us.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked her.

      “Those eggs were laid recently, despite how old the body looks. That means there’s a Timeweaver somewhere around here...” Tivana said.

      She was right. I turned my attention to our surroundings as well and glared into the scant light that illuminated the webbing around us.

      “We should find the others and go.”

      Sam nodded his head in agreement.

      Tivana steadied herself and lent her aid. We soon had the webs off the elf, after which her body collapsed into motes of glowing light. I grabbed the largest of those motes of light. That was her wisp. It was a tight bundle of soul that made up everything she was.

      I wrote a quick note for Mac and sent the wisp to the Hearthwood through my Dimensional Storage. My people there would do what they could for her, assuming ancient elves from the Elven Star Dominion had biology similar enough to the elves we were familiar with to be treated the same way.

      “Bad news, Theo...” Sam said as he pointed to another bundle of spider silk. Pulling it open revealed the other elven adventurer, also dead. She’d been killed by a Timeweaver spider bite as well.

      I sent her wisp back to the Hearthwood as well. I didn’t have high hopes that we’d be able to salvage complete memories from either of them, but between the two of them, we could hopefully find out how they were ambushed.

      “I think this one is the orc over here!” Tivana said, as she pointed to a slightly larger bundle. Blood dropped out of it still, unlike the other two pale elven bodies. When I tore the webs off, I saw the female orc adventurer was in much worse shape than her companions had been. She was a body cultivator, so it took more than one bite to put her down. Her arms and shoulders were swollen all over with purple and blue marks.

      “That must have been painful.” Sam grimaced as he looked at the orc.

      I heard the quiet rush of wind and bent over, eyes widening as I realized where the noise had come from.

      “She’s still alive!”

      I quickly poured a vitality potion into the orc. I was debating the risks of opening up a Pocket World passage back to the Hearthwood so she could get treatment in the Medical Bay. While she was alive, I couldn't send her through my Dimensional Storage.

      I saw something squirm beneath her flesh and knew the Timeweaver Eggs within her were growing. With a grimace, I pulled Spell Eater out and used its tip to slice her stomach open. I reached inside, pulling out one egg after another with a grimace on my face. There were only four that I could find in total, even with my Spirit Sight searching for them. Once they were all gone, I gave the unconscious orc a vitality potion to patch her up.

      Whatever body art this orc cultivated, it proved extremely adept at regeneration when she was given a little vitality. I’d been uncertain of her survival at first, but now I was much more certain that she’d make it through this. Before long, her cheeks turned to a healthy shade of green. The coloration of her skin and the hot blood rushing through her body painted her face a faint shade of yellow as her breathing steadied.

      Back when we were fighting together, I’d tried not to stare at this female orc for too long. She looked slightly wilder than the orcs that I was familiar with, as though there were some ferocious beast in distant orc ancestry. According to Grognak, his people had been wild and savage before he came to power and began steadily pushing them on the path to civilization. This was an orc from those long distant days, enslaved by elven conquerors instead of the other way around.

      She’d had a visor around her head until now, and as I pulled her helmet off, I realized they had gagged her the entire time we were in the dungeon. I found the latch behind her head. They locked it with an enchantment, but the lock was simple enough that I could defeat it with a few twitches of zeal. The gag came out and soon revealed it went a lot further down her throat than I thought was necessary. It didn’t feel practical to me, but it had at least served as a good mouthguard. The dwarf hadn’t worn one, and I couldn’t help but notice he’d been missing a few teeth despite having a far superior helmet.

      The bands around her wrists and ankles had activated at some point and were restricting the flow of zeal through her body. That was a pity. From the state of her armor and her sword, she’d been able to deal a bit of damage to the Timeweaver that attacked her. If she’d been at full power, her party might have survived.

      I broke the bands and stayed by her side, feeding more vitality potions into her. Most of her armor was ruined, and the sharp broken bits were jabbing into her skin. I tore them off, though most of her clothes came off with them.

      “Either of you see the dwarf’s corpse anywhere?” I asked.

      “Should we search for him?” Tivana said.

      I shook my head. “Not while there’s an unknown danger lurking about. I didn’t even hear this attack happening. Did you sense it with your powers, Sam?”

      Sam ran his fingers up and down his chin. “Now that you mention it, the flow of fate had a slight disturbance a little while ago. I credited it to this previously being a place where many creatures of fate once lived. Someone is bound to peer into the distant future every now and again. But perhaps it was a spell more devious than that.”

      “Like what?” My brows furrowed in worry.

      “Like a transportation spell. Time is far more malleable here in the Primordial World than it is outside. Whatever destroyed this place also destabilized both fate and space in the entire region. It was like a tremendous explosion, the likes of which I've never seen. It also must be what is generating the zeal crystals in the caverns above us."

      "How big an explosion?" I asked.

      "Like an atomic bomb or something. Somebody really hated these spiders," Sam said. "Look how the walls don't quite match up? The explosion cracked the entire island in two, and it took who knows how long for them to come back together."

      "But you're thinking there are spiders still here despite all that?"

      "Here, yes. Just not now. Perhaps one Timeweaver saw these adventurers snooping around her things in the distant future and decided to make them dinner. Perhaps the dwarf was dragged back to when this was a bustling city, while they left the other three here as a snack for later. Or maybe they even have an outpost here in our time and are using it to scout for likely prey.”

      My mind went back to that odd clerk at the entrance to the Crystal Caverns. We already knew Timeweavers could hide inside the bodies of elves given the chance. I shivered internally. I was liking this less and less by the moment.

      “So what you’re saying is any number of things of unknown power could have killed them. In that case, we should make a hasty retreat to regroup and reanalyze the situation. These Crystal Caverns are more dangerous than we initially suspected, and we won’t do Dean and your original body any good if we’re trapped in the web of the Timeweavers. I’m suspecting this whole place is some sort of trap. Those zeal crystals and this forgotten city lure in adventurers looking to loot it. It calls them deeper and deeper, and, they get hit by a space-time disturbance like the one that just struck us. And when it hits, so do the Timeweavers.”

      “That might be the case. And even if it isn’t, you’re right to think we should leave now,” Sam said, and Tivana nodded in approval as well.

      I tossed the female orc over my shoulder. She’d healed enough that I was confident she’d survive a little rough treatment.

      With her on my back, I jumped out of the spider silk cave and landed with a thud on the rough cavern floor below. Sam and Tivana glided down moments later on their flying swords and flew towards the cave’s exit as I ran.

      I felt a sudden change in temperature as I passed through the exit. The crisp, cool air we’d felt before became dank and humid. The dim light of the zeal crystals on the wall shone brighter than they had moments ago. Glancing at the walls, I saw a few high-grade zeal crystals still sitting there. I’d pried those crystals free of the wall myself mere hours ago. They couldn’t have possibly regrown. I had a bad feeling in my chest.

      “Well fuck,” Sam cursed.

      My ears pricked up. Sam usually spoke for polite company, so to hear him curse was a very bad sign.

      “This definitely isn’t the cavern we entered.”

      Sam turned towards the exit we’d just walked through behind us and scowled. I joined him.

      There was no passage there, just a blank and empty bit of wall.

      “We must have been inside a space-time disturbance for who knows how long. That sensation I felt must have been the activation of a gate spell meant to access it,” Sam explained.

      I grimaced. “In other words, there was a portal over the entrance, and we just walked right through it back to where the Timeweaver came from.”

      Behind us, there was an entire city of massive spiders turning their gazes in our direction.

    

  







            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      “We need to move,” I said in a hushed whisper as I took us down the hall.

      I sensed a few powerful auras back there, and I was confident a few of those Timeweavers would be strong enough to put us on the ropes, especially if we allowed the wizard-level spiders to surround us. I’d fought these things before, and they were deadly foes, especially in their native environment. However, they wouldn’t have to hide inside the bodies of elves here in this distorted region of space-time.

      The tunnels were too narrow for us to fly through, so we covered ground on foot as quickly as possible. I was the fastest of us, so I led the way, following the same tunnels we’d gone through to get to the cavern. Unlike before, we didn’t encounter a single giant beetle monster on our trip, though we did whip by a few true mage and wizard-realm Timeweavers tending to webs along the wall.

      I had no mercy for them. With Spell Eater leveled like a lance, I charged right past them and jammed Spell Eater into their sides with the full force of my sprint. The chitinous armor of the Timeweavers was no match for the sheer strength and cutting power in my newly improved weapon, and I cut several of them in half.

      I didn’t get any notifications for the kills, though, which told me they likely used fate magic to reverse the damage before they died. These things were incredibly tough to put down for good. Their ability to heal and avoid damage only grew as more of them gathered together, which was another reason to get away from this nest as quickly as possible.

      “Theo, I recognize this place!” Sam said, huffing as he spoke and ran. “Dean and I were here!”

      That was another clue, and under less pressing circumstances, I would have wanted to investigate further. We were closer than ever to finding Sam and Dean. I only wished these memories had returned to Sam at a better time.

      Suddenly, the familiar tunnels curved unexpectedly, and they took us somewhere I didn’t recognize. The walls were more expansive and the ceiling higher. There were nests overhead, and I sensed a jumble of the twisted and unfamiliar aura of the spiders standing guard within those nests. This was probably a defensive outpost of some kind watching over the entrance to the city.

      “Curses and damnation, it looks like the layout of the tunnels changed between our time and this one.” I skidded to an abrupt stop when I saw something shining in the dim light. Sam must have sensed something with his fate magic, but Tivana had neither my sharp senses nor Sam’s perception of the future.

      She carried onward a step too far, breaking a tiny silk thread dangling in the center of the pathway.

      The Timeweaver’s reaction was instantaneous. A shrill cry went up from the nests overhead, and a dozen spiders spilled out of it, all at the wizard realm.

      “Sorry...” Tivana took a step back to my side, already preparing offensive spells.

      I adjusted the female orc adventurer on my back, flipping her around, so I was wearing her around my shoulders with my hands-free. Though she wasn’t conscious, her instincts made her fingers dig into my shirt and hold on for all she was worth.

      I held Spell Eater aloft. Speed would be the deciding factor in this fight. We would need to deal with all these foes before reinforcements could arrive. Once spiders at the sorcerer realm started showing up, we’d be in trouble.

      Tivana and Sam attacked first. Tivana used two spheres of destruction, shooting from either palm at a pair of spiders. They prepared fate spells to dodge the two attacks, but Sam was the better fate mage between our two groups. He disrupted their spells, which meant each spider took the full force of Tivana’s abilities. When her disintegration spheres hit, both spiders had holes the size of my head in their torsos.

      I leveled Spell Eater’s tip and prepared to activate the energy beam inside it. The strange zeal particles created by nuclear fission back in the Hearthwood stirred into wakefulness as I pumped all the energy of the nuclear reactors I’d built into the weapon. This would be my first time activating the weapon at full power outside of a test.

      Energy flowed through the weapon in my hands in carefully scripted lines. Argona had carved the enchantments on the latest iteration of Spell Eater herself. These days, she was better at the task than even I was, and she was quickly becoming known as the best enchanter on the continent, especially when I provided her with materials unobtainable to anyone else.

      The weapon itself was my design. It was fundamentally of a non-magical nature, like the clock I’d built. The resonant cavity that put all this energy the enchantments created was a strictly mundane phenomenon that had nothing to do with magic, and it had baffled Argona and her assistants when I showed her how it worked. The maser began generating electromagnetic waves at a phenomenal pace. Though such things were normally invisible to the naked eye, the amount of energy my weapon put out was so great that the air it struck emitted light in the visible spectrum.

      A beam of energy only as wide as my finger shot into the nearest Timeweaver. It tried to erect defenses, but my weapon was too fast for it. In the ordinary world, where magic was faster and flowed easier, it might have had a chance at blocking this attack, but here in the Primordial World, my technological invention was simply too strong to be countered.

      Despite its spells and its desperate attempt to flee, the beam from Spell Eater instantly transformed the spider into a blackened, withered husk. A moment later, it crumpled to the ground, reduced to a puff of charcoal on the wind.

      Two more Timeweavers collapsed right after that, gone like they’d never been there in the first place.

      By now, the Timeweavers knew they were outmatched and they had to call for reinforcements. One of them screeched some horrible grating sound, and I heard the noise echoing up and down the cavern. There were more of them coming from behind, and they were coming fast.

      I swung Spell Eater with the energy beam still activated. The physical effect of the weapon’s tip, coupled with the powerful beam being shot from it, cut deep chunks out of the walls and ceiling of the cave.

      “We need to go. Now!” I shouted to my companions just as a sorcerer-realm aura appeared behind us. We’d cut through most of the wizard-realm spiders, but for every one we put down, there were ten more headed our way. We’d be overwhelmed in mere moments.

      We cut through enough of the spider guards that pushing onward was merely a matter of forcing the few still left barring our way to flee or die. Most died, but they delayed us that much longer.

      Once past the remaining spider guards, Tivana and Sam ran for the tunnel. I turned and shot a burst of energy beam from Spell Eater down the tunnel behind us. The sorcerer waved its forelegs, working some sort of fate spell that diluted the energy beam to a mere fraction of its power. That was still a dangerous amount of energy, but I knew the Timeweavers would figure out how to deal with it soon.

      That proved unnecessary. The amount of energy I was pumping into Spell Eater ebbed. The reactors back in the Hearthwood must have given all they could give. I had taxed them to their limits. Having bought a few more precious seconds, I rushed forward to join Sam and Tivana. There was murky twilight-colored sunlight streaming down from the mouth of the cave, and I knew we were nearly free. I caught up to the two of them, only to find they’d both come to a dead stop.

      Before, the slope down the side of the mountain would have overlooked the beautiful and bustling Rainbow City, rich with trade and powerful cultivators from the Elven Star Dominion and their allies.

      But that was gone. I wasn’t sure if we’d left for some land in the distant past or some place in the distant future, or perhaps another timeline entirely. In the Primordial World, that distinction was too blurry to matter. What did matter was that Rainbow City was a shattered husk of nothing more than ruins, and in its place was an army of Timeweavers.

      “We have to get out of here!” Sam shouted. He pointed to the ruined city. “I remember that place. It’s where things went wrong for Dean and me! There’s a creature here even we couldn’t fight!”

      My mind went back to that massive Kun Peng we’d seen when we first arrived in the Primordial World. If the spiders had something like that up their sleeves, then our defeat would be inevitable. I threw Spell Eater down and grabbed Tivana and Sam before hopping onto it and flying clear of the mountain with all the speed my weapon could muster. I wove us around the mountain peak so that we wouldn’t be visible from the exit even when our pursuers caught up to us.

      “Just getting out of sight won’t be enough!” Sam warned me. “Timeweavers aren’t fast. They ambush their prey on webs that reach across time and fate. They can leverage that to poison us without even touching us, especially the powerful ones.”

      I grimaced. “They won’t put us down that easily!”

      But even as I spoke, I felt Tivana slump into my arms. She was growing pale and weak.

      “Theo... I think something got me...” Tivana mumbled. She shook her head to clear it and bit her lip until she drew blood. Her eyes regained some focus, but I knew it wouldn’t last long.

      “This is bad, Theo. They got me too.” Sam lifted his shirt to reveal a large purple welt that was spreading across his body with frightening speed. “I’ve cast a spell to delay the effects, but once that wears off, I’ll be in even worse shape than Tivana there.”

      “How? I was watching that fight! Neither of you were bitten!” I growled when I felt something forming on my own chest. I was certain it was a bite mark, just like Sam and Tivana’s.

      “I know this poison.” Sam grimaced. “This was the very same spell that beat Dean and me last time. It’s a fate spell cast by a particularly powerful Timeweaver. Dean and I fought her several times before she finally got the best of us. We called her the Timeweaver Queen. She’s a demigod-realm monster. Not someone we can fight at our current cultivation levels. I think... I think avoiding her is the reason why Dean and my original body got trapped for so long! We got stuck in this era, the ancient past. And we couldn’t get home because the Timeweaver Queen guarded the way back. I’m not sure what happened after that, but it probably wasn’t good.”

      “What do we do?” I asked.

      “We need to return to the Hearthwood. The natural laws of the Ten Thousand Worlds will unravel a fate spell that goes against the rightful flow of time this strongly. If it doesn't fall apart immediately, it will buy enough time that I can find a way to undo what’s been done. Quickly!”

      I opened my Pocket World passage and flew through it with all the speed I could muster. I felt the stinging sensation on my chest that had been building by the moment grow ever stronger. I closed my eyes to bear the pain, and in my vision, I saw a massive spider the size of a mountain. She lay on a bed of eggs as large as the city-sized cavern we’d just been in moments ago. She had three heads and was as black as night. Her mandibles clicked as I watched, and I saw countless eons pass behind her eyes. This was an ancient monster who had dwelt in the Primordial World for as long as the Kun Peng had.

      The vision faded from my eyes, but when I opened them again, I found we were back on the ground, and the vision had swapped places with reality. Looming over us was the most enormous Timeweaver spider I had ever seen.

      This one was of far larger size than the others I’d seen. Its inky black carapace looked like a boulder from afar, and I could see my own face reflected in each of its unblinking, multifaceted eyes.

      “Shit!” Sam cursed again. “Get ready to fight!”

      I agreed and had Spell Eater in my hands in an instant. Sam pulled a humble wand from his hip, and Tivana readied two deadly spheres of spatial zeal. Before us, the Timeweaver’s front two limbs danced through the air with strands of silk hanging between them, weaving some deadly spell I didn’t understand.

      

  





TIMEWEAVER QUEEN (MID DEMIGOD, LEVEL 55)

      
        	This matriarch among the Timeweaver Spiders is a master of fate magic. Her power can stretch through time and alter probabilities far beyond what lesser fate-wielders are capable of. As a result of her countless years of practice, she has also begun to touch on the primordial aspect of identity, allowing her to stretch her powers beyond what they would ordinarily reach.

      

      That was the same Primordial Aspect I had touched on myself. I wasn’t sure what this Timeweaver was capable of, but considering its cultivation, we would be in trouble even if it didn’t have any tricks up its sleeve.

      “We fight to disable it so it can’t yank us back like it did before,” I said in a low voice. I wasn’t sure if the Timeweaver knew elvish or if only those invading the world of Sanctuary and Serenity did, but even if it could understand what we were saying, our goal would be quite obvious when we tried to make our escape.

      All three of us launched our attacks at once. I activated Spell Eater’s energy beam. After using it so heavily in our escape, it had built up little of a charge again, but I compensated by aiming for the spider’s vulnerable eyes. Tivana’s two orbs shot from her palms to strike the Timeweaver, and Sam aimed his wand at the web the spider was weaving.

      The spell the Timeweaver was casting with its web activated, and my energy beam impacted an invisible shield around it before vanishing entirely, unable to strike my enemy. But when Sam’s spell struck the barrier, a ripple shot through it, and the entire thing crumbled. That was enough for Tivana’s orbs to slip through and strike the spider’s carapace.

      For a moment, I was hopeful Tivana’s spells would deal the spider a debilitating wound. But a second barrier activated just a hair beyond its surface, and Tivana’s spells fizzled out.

      “We have to get through that shield!” I yelled.

      “Working on it!” Sam grunted as sweat beaded up along his brow. A strand of white energy streamed from his wand towards the Timeweaver that was so thick it almost looked like spider silk. From the pulsing of his temple, I could tell he was locked in a fierce battle of fate with the spider. And from the looks of things, he was rapidly losing ground.

      “This is bad. Tivana, give it everything you’ve got, then we’ll make a run for it!”

      If I could just get us clear long enough to open and close one of my Pocket World passages back to the Hearthwood, we’d be beyond the reach of this spider demigod. It could follow us back to the Hearthwood, but it would be weakened now. And with Tivana’s mother around to help, the three of us would have a much better chance of driving it back or even trapping and killing it. But to make that happen, we had to get away first.

      Tivana and I moved in synchrony, fighting as one. The two of us had trained together here and there, but until this moment, we had never truly fought together. Even that robot clone we fought in the Hearthwood was more her keeping my family safe while I fought the enemy.

      I used my power over gravity to weigh the spider down. It instantly sagged in place, spindly legs struggling to hold its enormous torso aloft. Despite its fate shields, it seemed my gravity magic was incredibly effective.

      That bought Tivana enough time to weave a web of her own. She created crisscrossing lines of spatial zeal and launched them forward. I had seen her use this same spell in the normal world to cut her enemies into cubes of meat.

      Like my energy beam, the moment Tivana’s spell struck the spider, they vanished completely, like they were diverted to another time. But Tivana had a second set of orbs in her palms before her first spell even landed, and the follow-up attack struck a mere instant after her first spell.

      Meanwhile, I launched myself at the Timeweaver with everything I had. I jammed Spell Eater into its side, feeling the resistance of the shield slowly giving way as I jammed my weapon into it again and again. I threw earth zeal into my attacks with reckless abandon, burning my reserves at a furious rate.

      Our two assaults wore down whatever powered this fate shield. Tivana’s orbs finally got through, and the spider proved to be remarkably soft beneath its defenses. Tivana’s orbs cut two spheres the size of my head out of the spider’s side, and Tivana was preparing more to attack the same location.

      I felt the Timeweaver’s shields give way, and Spell Eater’s tip dug into its hide. Energy flowed from the monster into my weapon as the siphoning effects of the steel in my weapon drew its power out of it.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I watched Sam regain lost ground as the Timeweaver turned its attention away from him to repair its physical defenses.

      Instantly, the two wounds Tivana made healed as though the wounds were being dealt in reverse. Her disintegration orbs shot out of the spider’s side and back at Tivana’s head. She had to duck low as they shot past her to collide with the ground behind her and cut deep trenches into the ground.

      The very zeal I’d sucked out of the Timeweaver into Spell Eater started pouring out of my weapon and back into the spider, and soon it was as hale and healthy as it was before we launched our ruthless barrage of attacks.

      But a little healing magic was far from enough to deter us. Tivana and I hit the Timeweaver with another wave of spells, straining its newly reinforced defenses. So far, it seemed to have difficulty targeting all three of us with spells at once. Like most Timeweavers, I was guessing its arsenal of abilities was optimized for dealing with one opponent at a time.

      I sensed its attention on me for a moment and was glad. My body cultivation meant that of the three of us, I was most likely to take a direct attack from this thing and survive. Webs shot out from behind me, reaching for my back. I dodged with Spell Eater, but the web shimmered in the air after it missed and appeared again wrapped around my ankle. I cursed for a moment before the spider pulled on the silken strand around me and yanked me to the ground.

      Its stinger came down to skewer me right in the chest, but Spell Eater had more reach. I saw the undulating flesh protecting the barbed protrusion laden with Timeweaver venom and aimed there. Purple zeal flooded my vision the moment I struck the poison sac, rupturing it and spreading incredibly toxic venom everywhere, including within the Timeweaver’s own body.

      The Timeweaver let out its first cry of pain, and I grinned. Maybe we really could beat this thing!

      Then I sensed something. It was like the color red suddenly changing to blue or the sharp bite of iron on my tongue suddenly turning to the twang of copper. It was a sudden and unnatural change of identity.

      And suddenly, the poison was gone, replaced with a harmless splash of water that soaked my pants and the ground beneath us. I rolled out from under the Timeweaver Queen before it could strike again. I swung myself to my feet and cleaved the silk strands around my wrist and ankle off with Spell Eater’s edge in one smooth motion before turning back to our enemy.

      Spider webs wrapped around Tivana’s wrists, pulling her arms tight even as she tried to cut herself free with strands of spatial zeal. The Timeweaver snuffed Tivana’s budding spell out like blowing a candle flame. Her spatial zeal became sand that tumbled to the ground. The Timeweaver’s power over identity was like my Elemental Singularity spell taken to its extremes. I didn’t know how we were supposed to fight it.

      The Timeweaver Queen pulled on the silk wrapping around Tivana as more strands wove around her body, flying behind her back and between her legs like it had a mind of its own. The Timeweaver pulled Tivana until her legs dangled off the ground, and my silver-haired princess flailed helplessly in the air. Her silken bonds killed her spells before she could form them.

      Finally, our enemy spoke to us. Until now, the Timeweaver Queen had been silent.

      “When I heard you had slipped away...” Its voice trailed off unnaturally, the product of some spell. Its mandibles couldn’t possibly form the sounds needed to speak elven words, and the breaks between each set of words were when one sound spell ended, and it had to activate another. “I was truly angry with my daughters... by slaying the fate weavers of your world... we would be able to do as we pleased... you were the perfect tool... but part of you escaped... but now you’re ours again... and this time you brought others for me as well...”

      “You will not invade our world,” Sam panted as sweat beaded up along his brow and dripped to the ground.

      “Some of my daughters... have grown too strong... they need hatcheries of their own...” the Timeweaver Queen said. “Your flesh... will make living hosts... to their first young...”

      The spider queen planned to have her children lay their eggs inside my friends and me, just like those adventurers we’d encountered. That sounded like a very unpleasant way to go to me. We needed to get out of here and get out of here soon.

      While it was talking, I attacked. I let the earth crumple around the spider and rise up around it as I channeled all the earth zeal I had left into a barrage of attacks that would hopefully overwhelm our enemy for long enough that we could escape.

      Minerva had been building her own power within me as we fought, and she sensed what I planned to do during our bond. Knowing what would happen, she attacked first.

      Using Touch of Undeath through my hands at the same time as my own Shattering Strike ability, I slammed a devastating punch into the monster’s side. I sensed the Timeweaver Queen’s attention turn back to me as it prepared its identity-swapping spell. Minerva’s death zeal abruptly fizzled out as it was converted to wafts of smoke blowing through the air, but I had a firmer grip on my earth zeal.

      As I felt it transform into something slippery that slid from my grip, I clamped down on it with my will, remembering what my Elemental Singularity spell felt like.

      That specific ability didn’t work here in the Primordial World. I knew that. And yet this Timeweaver could accomplish the same thing. So why couldn’t I?

      I focused my mind and my will on making my earth zeal stay earth, and soon the Timeweaver’s spell broke. I sensed shock in its inhuman visage as her ability failed, and my spell shattered her fate shields. A fountain of pale green blood sprayed my arm as I pierced the Timeweaver’s flesh, and earth rose up around her to trap and squeeze her tight. I used the full force of my gravity control to pin her down and sink her beneath the earth, but I could feel her fighting against me with every breath.

      The Timeweaver Queen let out a hissing sound, and soon it was joined by countless others. Hundreds of Timeweavers made their presence known, most at the wizard realm, but there were still more than enough at the sorcerer level to overwhelm us on their own, assuming the Timeweaver Queen didn’t finish us herself.

      Timeweaver Nest Guardian (Mid Sorcerer, Level 45) x 4

      Timeweaver Hunter Killer (Mid Wizard, level 35) x 35

      The Timeweaver Queen struggled against my spell. Despite all the power I’d thrown at her and denying her use of her most powerful ability, I was certain she could weather this barrage of spells from me. But it bought me enough time to tear Tivana free of the Timeweaver’s web and toss her over my shoulder. I grabbed the orc adventurer, still sprawled on the ground as well. She was still alive, and healing her would give us more clues into what the Timeweavers did with the people they captured.

      By the time I was on Spell Eater, Sam had cast his own spell and layered it over the earthen prison I’d made for the Timeweaver Queen. A beam of red energy shot from him and around her. She froze in place for a brief instant. The price she’d paid for dealing with attacks from Tivana and I had left an opening for Sam to exploit. Though he’d lost much of his power, he was still a demigod and knew just as much about fate zeal as this spider did.

      “Go!” Sam shouted at me on Spell Eater. “I’ll catch up!”

      I nodded and took off with both women on either of my shoulders. Spell Eater gained speed at an incredible rate. I could feel countless eyes watching my back, but I just needed to slip over the edge of the mountain. Once I went through my pocket world passage, we’d be untouchable.

      I turned my head to find Sam on his own flying sword not far behind me. He wasn’t as fast, but we were weaving low between the towering outcrops of the mountain that housed the Timeweaver nest.

      Our flight took us over the ruins of the settlement we had known as Rainbow City. The stone was paler and unpainted, casting the vibrant down in a grim and dour light. Everything was covered in decaying spider webs, and in the twilight, the entire place looked like it had been abandoned for a thousand years.

      There were Timeweavers scurrying after Sam. A few of them wriggled their backs unnaturally, and sets of wings appeared on their backs. They took flight, and some of them were even gaining ground on Sam.

      I waved my hand at the rocky outcrops just as Sam sailed between them, and the stones began to crumble and fall. I watched as two of the Timeweavers were crushed by the falling stones and became little more than spider-shaped paste.

      Sam caught up to me then, and I pulled him onto Spell Eater. Tivana was slowly freeing herself from the webs as she rested over my shoulder.

      “There!” Sam pointed ahead of me. “When Dean and I lost our fight with that spider, we fled to the other mountains there. The Timeweavers may control most of this area in this time period, but they don’t control everything. I think Dean and I are still out there waiting for the right time to strike back and clear the way home!”

      I grimaced as I felt the powerful presence of the Timeweaver Queen flare to life in my mind’s eye again. “I don’t think we have the luxury of searching for you and him! She’s recovered from our spells. We need to get back to the Hearthwood, regroup, and figure out a plan!”

      There had to be another way to get into this world and time. The Primordial World was a chaotic confusing mess where countless eras mingled into one. If I could just make sense of it, we could circumvent the Timeweavers entirely.

      We dove around the mountain, swinging low until we flew downward at full speed, using the gravity around the flying island to take us to its underside.

      I could feel us getting away. The sensation of trepidation crawling down my neck like a million tiny spiders was starting to fade.

      Then I felt it grow stronger than ever.

      [Master! Some powerful force is trying to infiltrate your body! It’s the Timeweaver Queen again! I am going to use nearly all of my power to push back at the same time as you. We might be able to drive her back through sheer quantity of zeal!]

      I voiced silent agreement with Minerva’s plan. When I felt her begin to push, I did the same. Massive quantities of zeal exploded from me in all directions. I’d funneled as much power as possible into it while simultaneously focusing on making it stay what it was and denying the Timeweaver Queen the ability to disable it.

      For a moment, I felt like a fly trapped in a spider’s web. I had to push harder and fly a little faster to break free. An image of an all-encompassing spider web formed in my mind. It wrapped around me, blotting out all light and trapping me in its embrace. Struggling with all the might of my magic, I felt something give. First, one cord snapped, then another. I broke free, and the vision shattered.

      The instant I was clear, I opened my Pocket World passage and flew into it at full speed. I closed the passage the moment I was through, slowing down as I skidded to a stop within the artificial pocket world. My face ground against the flowers and other alchemy ingredients Sava had planted here before I slid to a stop against the cold, smooth tile of The Wanderer’s floor on the other side.

      Dazed and panting, I took a moment to catch my breath. I’d expended every particle of zeal in my body to thrust off that last spell from the Timeweaver Queen. That fight was the closest I’d come to death in a long time. Not even my robot clone could compare to the sensation of overwhelming power I’d felt from that last attack.

      The orc adventuress I had been carrying on my back had fallen off me during my tumble and landed underneath me. I slowly opened my eyes with a groan.

      “We did it, Minerva!” I said to the empty air. I expected a response within my head, but nothing came. Looking inside myself, I sensed the dense nexus of zeal that was Minerva had shriveled into a tiny dot no larger than the head of a pin. Without my Absolute Bodily Control technique, I wouldn’t have even been able to sense her.

      At first, I thought she was dead, but the presence of even a small quantity of her pattern within me meant I could regenerate her. I would need to do the magical equivalent of spoon-feeding her until she regained consciousness and could consume zeal herself, but she would live.

      The orc adventurer that I carried here on my back was in worse shape. Whatever had gotten to me had nearly gotten to her as well. Thankfully, she had been close enough that my Elemental Singularity spell did quite a bit to protect her the same way protected me. She would be fine, especially now that she was here in the Hearthwood. We had the best medical care in the Ten Thousand Worlds.

      “Alright, you two, there was a close call. We were going to sit down, regroup, and…” My voice trailed off as I looked behind me, seeing nothing there but a portal leading to empty open air. Sam and Tivana hadn’t made it. Whatever web the Timeweaver Queen had wrapped us up with at the end had plucked them right off Spell Eater and into her waiting grasp.

      Scattered voices soon greeted me. The command center was a busy place, and there were lots of people who knew my face.

      “Patriarch!” one elf shouted as she saw me sprawled on the ground. She immediately fell to her hands and knees and tried to pick me up. Despite being a mage acolyte, she struggled to hold me. My Body Cultivation had made me considerably heavier than a normal man, and I was already twice the size of the average petite elf.

      Fortunately, there were a dozen other elves in the room, and they were more than happy to lend a hand.

      “I’m fine, ladies,” I said as countless hands covered my body, inspecting me for wounds. Someone pulled my shirt off to look underneath it, and I had to hold up a hand to stop them when they started going for my belt as well. “Really, all of you. I’m unwounded.”

      The heartwielders looked hesitant, and there were biting lips all around. A few of them still had their hands up, looking like they’d been quite excited for a physical inspection.

      “It’s alright!” A familiar voice emerged from the nearby Alchemist’s Laboratory. I turned to find Sava walking out with an armful of potions in either hand. She waved her hand, and nature zeal forced the gathering crowd of heartwielders away, most of whom were probably Sava’s own lab assistants. “I will inspect him for wounds myself! In the meantime, the lot of you can lock up that orc prisoner he captured! You know how our patriarch likes his collars and chains. I can see this one is already--”

      I held up a hand to halt Sava again. “Actually, I was rescuing this one. She and her companions were fighting alongside Sam, Tivana, and me in the Primordial World. She was bitten by a Timeweaver spider and is in urgent need of medical attention. Get her to the Medical Bay and treat her as an important guest.”

      That sounded less interesting to the gathered crowd of elves, but when I gave an order in the Hearthwood, it was quickly obeyed. It took a team of fifteen heartwielders to carry off the unconscious orc because her body cultivation meant she weighed nearly as much as I did, but they soon had her down the hall and in the Medical Bay. I was too late to get my shirt back, though. Whoever had stolen that wasn’t giving it back.

      I turned to Sava, who was looking at me inquiringly, even as her hands roamed the muscles of my waist and stomach.

      “I noticed Tivana and Sam aren’t with you. What happened?” Sava asked.

      So I told her everything that had happened over the last few days. She insisted on inspecting me for wounds, just like the heartwielders had. Despite the massive increase in her power, she was still the needy little heartwielder deep down. I let her have her fun while we talked, and I tried to figure out what I was going to do.

      I needed to rescue Sam and Tivana, but running in as I was would only get me captured or killed the same way they were. I needed to be smart about this, and I needed a plan. Some sort of counter to that spell I’d be hit with, and some way to get into the Timeweaver nest uninterrupted.

      The only question was how...

      Sava really helped me clear my head and stave off the gloom I might have sunken into if she had left me to brood and think on my own. We’d made our way back to the Personal Chambers to settle down, and Sava called in her assistant Mayatania to help.

      “Remember to catch as much as you can!” Sava told Mayatania as she knelt between my legs and planted small, gentle kisses on my manhood.

      Mayatania pouted behind her, clearly thinking Sava had monopolized the more enjoyable half of this job for herself.
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      Under the care of my women and the people of the Hearthwood, I was soon hale and healthy again in just a few hours and planning another rescue mission.

      “I’m telling you, that spell is basically cheating!” I complained for the thousandth time.

      Sava and Mayatania had left me hours ago with a long list of potions that needed brewing. Sava thought all of them had defensive properties against fate. Most of them required fresh samples of the special vitality-rich ingredient Mayatania had just spent the last hour harvesting. “It attacks your fate so that attacks that could have happened happened. And a shady future in which you get your ass handed to you that could happen does happen. How do you defend against something like that?”

      [You did,] Mac said.

      “Only because of the sheer quantity of zeal I threw out, combined with the fact that the Timeweaver Queen can’t reach into The Wanderer.”

      I let out a long sigh, a hand running across the back of my head as I scrambled in anxious thought. I had to come up with something. I needed to come up with something fast. Who knew what was happening to Sam and Tivana right now?

      [Calm down, Theo. There is a reason why we’re doing this under time dilation in the cultivation chamber.]

      I forced my rapid breathing to ease up. There was a conscious effort of will I slowed to the beating of my heart. Seconds ticked by, and I calmed myself. Mac was right. Screaming at the walls would do nothing to save my friends. I needed to come up with a countermeasure against that spell.

      “Okay. So the first thing that we have to do is figure out what we’ve got that can resist fate zeal. As soon as we get something that can resist its influence, we can concentrate on building something that can counter it.”

      The next few hours were a series of me accumulating one small particle of fate zeal at a time and testing them against various other elements.

      Air? No reaction.

      Earth? Crumbled before the passing of time.

      Water? Didn’t even notice the fate zeal.

      Fire? Snuffed out like a candle.

      With the basic elements out of the way, I moved on to the more complex elements. Some of them fared slightly better against fate zeal, but none of them was a true counter. Even my precious metal zeal rusted away to nothing in the presence of intense, hostile fate energy.

      I needed to think of something more fundamental. Something on the same level as time itself. Something that endured throughout endless ages no matter how many seconds, minutes, hours, or years ticked by. Before my previous burst of enlightenment, where I grasped a hold of the primordial aspect of identity, I would have been helpless before this task.

      But now, the zeal aspect of identity was just the tool I needed to make the invisible seen. Zeal aspects that had foiled my greatest attempts weeks ago were now within my grasp.

      My mind went to the exotic particles within Spell Eater. I reached out to them with my weapon in hand. I had been slowly getting a feel for these things. There was one, in particular, I recognized from studying the floating islands in the Primordial World. I beckoned to it, and it came.

      The particle itself was a small and plain thing. It appeared colorless and nearly invisible to sight, sound, or touch. Its presence was more of a feeling. An idea.

      It drew other bits of zeal towards it. At that point, it would vanish hidden between zero particles unseen and unheeded. This zeal represented an ever-present but ever-unnoticed force.

      “What is your name...” I muttered as I reached out to touch the particle with my mind. I already had a hint of an idea.

      I activated Gravity Manipulation, and the particle stirred like nothing else I’d ever seen. I’d been manipulating this particle for ages now, but I’d always seen it as a property of earth. It wasn’t, though the earth had more of it present than any of the other basic elements.

      This was a particle of gravity zeal. With it, I could craft a spell to overcome fate.

      My eyes closed, and deep within my mind, I sensed the vision of the Hearthwood and The Wanderer within it that I had crafted when I first reached the sorcerer realm. Months passed in days, and small huts appeared scattered over the area around The Wanderer. I sensed new buildings open up as the Hydroponic Farm and the Medical Bay. The vision of my home within my soul grew that much closer to the real world. When the two were brought fully into alignment, I was certain I would have the opportunity for something marvelous.

      Congratulations, you are now a level 43 sorcerer.

      You have gained insight into the Primordial aspect of gravity.

      Gravitational power is the universal force of attraction between matter. Though a weak force on its own, in sufficient quantities, it can become strong enough to bend light and time.

      This was what I needed. Using this aspect of zeal, I would build a shield to protect me from time itself.

      I activated my Layered Durability spell. It responded slowly and sluggishly, and its defensive properties were a mere fraction of what I was used to. Right now, I was far from any large mass of earth zeal and even further from the World of Sanctuary and Serenity I knew. The spell would need adjustments to be usable in battle again, but that was fine. What I had now was nothing more than a scaffolding on which I would build my new spell based on the properties of gravity instead of earth.

      Gravity was more than a raw pulling effect. Extremely strong gravitational fields could even slow the passage of time. To do such a thing required force so great that it curved space and time. In theory, if I could generate the gravitational force of a black hole around my body, I could shift any incoming spell sent at me so that they would take years to reach me.

      At that point, I would be untouchable. I could roam the Ten Thousand Worlds without fear, even if immortals and gods were trying to kill me. And that was merely the defensive properties of such an ability. If I could generate such gravitational force, I could shatter worlds and crush stars with a single spell.

      Alas, I found tapping into power on that scale was far beyond my current abilities. Perhaps I could contemplate such feats of power again when I was a Demigod or Immortal Ascendant.

      So instead of tackling this problem with overwhelming power, I would solve it through a more creative application of lesser force. The tattered state of my Layered Durability spell so far from home was proof enough of the principle I would be relying on to make this defensive measure effective. Spells failed when you changed the environment. They were cast into something beyond what they were built to handle.

      That was the reason Sam had me rework my entire toolkit of spells into a handful of simple, rugged abilities that would continue to function in the Primordial World. Without that preparation, the fight over that pile of Kun Peng dung might have gone very differently. But to do that, I needed Sam’s knowledge of the Primordial World.

      What about another extradimensional space with even stranger rules? Such as a vastly distorted gravitational field? Nearly every spell in my arsenal would be rendered useless, like an oil lamp on a world without oxygen to combust.

      This would be the heart of my new shield. I would create a gravitational distortion that changed the rules of the universe and made any spell within its confines melt away like ice in the desert.

      From what I could tell, all the offensive Fate spells I’d been subjected to required an active connection between the caster and the target for several seconds for the spell to even take effect, and then for several seconds more for the effect to take place. With my superhuman reaction time, casting my defensive spell during that crucial period would disrupt the spell beyond salvaging and render me completely immune to direct attacks by fate.

      I was eager to see it in action.

      Crafting the spell I envisioned took several days. Thankfully, I was under tenfold time dilation, so several days were nothing more than a few hours outside. I wasn’t sure how much time that would be in the Primordial World, but until this spell was ready, I could only hope Sam and Tivana could endure whatever fate they were suffering for a little longer.

      The basic principle of my spell was rather simple. Since I couldn’t concentrate enough gravitational shield to completely throw time out the window, I would distort gravity to the point that the region of space within my shield was hopelessly distorted. Layered Durability already had many layers built into the spell, so adapting those layers to hold gravitational distortions instead was easy enough. There would still need to be a bit of earth to contain it all and keep it organized, but the final spell was taking shape.

      A cross-section of my forming spell would look like passing through multiple pocket realms, each with different levels of gravitational forces. Any spell hoping to get by them would have to travel through each layer of this spell.

      In time, I could adapt my own spells to overcome each layer of this distortion, like transforming this shield into a lock, and only spells with the key would make it past my defenses. For now, though, it was merely a disruption field meant to rip apart any spell attempting to cling to my body, mind, or soul. No one could hit with anything meant to stick, so long as I had even a free instant to cast this defensive barrier.

      I cast it a few times to an appreciable effect. This would have been fine if I was just defending myself, but I wanted to free Tivana, Sam, and Dean as well. That brought another set of problems that would need to be solved.

      I wasn’t strong enough to extend this barrier more than a few fingers away from myself for the moment. I might stretch that to someone hugging my chest as tightly as she could, but at most, that would only cover Tivana. I would need more if I wanted to protect all my friends. This defensive barrier would have to become a shield wide enough for several of us to travel and fight together.

      Since I didn’t personally have the strength for such a feat, I would have to rely on my equipment.

      I pulled my jade armor from my Dimensional Storage. Crafted from the remains of a wizard-realm golem, this armor had been incredibly important to me back before I mastered body cultivation. It was sturdy and took up enchantments like nothing else.

      Unfortunately, after I reached Gold Skin, the armor wasn’t even as tough as my own flesh and blood. As of late, I’d just been treating it like an outfit that could hold enchanted adamantium plates on them with varying magical effects. Even that use was rapidly slipping away, though now that Argona could craft enchanted tablets the size of a fingernail that could be sewn into ordinary comfortable clothes.

      But now, the armor would have a new purpose. Mac passed along my instructions to Argona, and the two of us played a little game of telephone through him as we worked. Setting up my armor was the more tedious job, but I was under tenfold time dilation and so finished just as Argona completed my requested enchantments.

      The final product looked like a bunch of nodes sticking out from the shoulders, back, arms, and legs of my armor. While the armor itself would store gravitational zeal pulled from the Hearthwood’s nuclear reactors and what I gathered myself, the little antennas would assist me in projecting a bubble far beyond what I would otherwise be capable of. The result was that I needed to control my shield spell instead of fuel and operate it at the same time. That would make expanding it over a larger area far easier. All I would need to do is equip my armor, and I could free Sam, Tivana, and Dean if they were anywhere within a few paces of me.

      “And so a new spell is born. I think I’ll call you... Dimensional Distortion.”

      I left the Cultivation Chamber not long after and was swiftly greeted by Sava and an exhausted Mayatania, each of whom carried an armful of freshly brewed potions.

      “Theo! Here is your order!”

      “Is this it?” I asked, surprised at just how much Sava had managed to brew in so short a time. Most of these were just concentrated death zeal designed to help Minerva recover as quickly as possible, but a few of them might help my friends or me if they were bitten by Timeweavers.

      “Of course not, Theo! We already put the previous two loads in your Dimensional Storage. Those new ingredients you bought us are truly incredible! I think I might even be able to brew a sixth-order potion that’ll help you against incredibly powerful poisons like what you described.”

      “Good,” I said as an odd question came to mind. “Say, the potions for me, Sam, and Dean...”

      Sava let out a delicate laugh. “No, for the three of you, I substituted some of those strawberries from the Hydroponic Farm. They’re also high in vitality, though not nearly as much as your special ingredient! Tivana’s potion is by far the best of the lot.”

      I grimaced as I made careful note of which one was Tivana’s and stuffed all the potions into my Dimensional Storage.

      “Thank you, Sava. If you have the chance, check on that orc I rescued,” I said. “The Timeweavers laid eggs inside her. I think I got them all, but I want Mac to look her over in the Medical Bay just to be sure.”

      Sava made a face. “They... lay eggs inside of people?”

      I nodded grimly.

      Sava bit her lip, fretting to herself. “Well, now I’m feeling a lot less guilty about brewing their offspring into potions. If you find any more of those, send them back. I think I can make some defensive fate potions using them and a few of those ingredients you sent back earlier. If you spot more treasure troves of ingredients and recipes like that, please send them back, and I’ll do what I can to help you from this end.”

      “Consider it done.” I waved my hand. “I just bought those from a store.”

      Sava’s smile widened as she pressed herself up against my side. “A store, you say? What are the odds that I could visit this store myself? Just in case you missed something interesting...”

      “I’ll take you myself when all this is over. For now, it’s too dangerous,” I replied. I had to pry Sava off me after that lest she drag me into the Personal Chambers for another hour of ingredient collecting. She was rather eager to show me how pleased she was with the new alchemy recipes.

      “Argona!” I said as I burst into the Drafter’s Study. It surprised me to find just how bustling the place was now. I spotted a half dozen of my daughters hard at work here, and they were just a handful compared to the dozens of Hearthwood clanswomen hard at work. Argona herself was hunched over the last of the tiny set of tablets I’d had her begin crafting and putting the final touches on them.

      “It’s the Patriarch!” Gasps went up through the room as elves hurried to fall to their knees.

      “Up, please.” I waved them all to stand, though I probably should have asked them to keep kneeling so I could step over them and get to my purple-haired enchantress of a daughter that much faster.

      “Father!” Argona jumped up from her bench and gave me a quick hug. Knowing time was of the essence, she quickly got to work integrating her enchantments with my jade armor. The two of us sat hunched over her workbench as we hurriedly implemented the plan we’d discussed through Mac already.

      Nearby, the rest of the workers in the Drafter’s Study pretended to work while they listened. A few of them had a distant and glazed look in their eyes as they tried to wrap their heads around what we were talking about. Most of them were likely only one-star enchanters. This conversation would be over their heads. But any who could follow what we were saying would be a talent worthy of assisting my daughter in her work.

      We finished as quickly as time would allow, and I headed over to the Smith’s Workshop.

      “Mac, how much of that isolated uranium two thirty-five do we have left?” I asked as I entered the Smith’s Workshop, which was where I was keeping all my most devious nuclear experiments these days.

      [Quite a bit. I’ve gathered more than enough for another dozen reactors while you were away.

      “Good,” I replied. “Spell Eater’s energy weapon proved to be incredibly successful, and I’ve found a use for one of the exotic zeal particles we’ve observed. I want to double energy production and output.”

      It turned out that Mac suspected I would want to build more reactors and had created locations for each core underground. This batch was simpler and cruder than I’d been working with before, as there was no generator attached to them. The elves already had more electricity than they could use, and thanks to magic, they used little in the first place. These reactors were strictly for me.

      Mac operated them so they could be activated with a few moments’ notice, and when activated, they would empower the beam shot out of Spell Eater’s tip to a new level of ferocity.

      “How long would it take to bring these reactors online?”

      [Ideally? More than an hour. Practically, at least thirty seconds. Bringing them on instantaneously would make them go the way of the Chernobyl reactor.]

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” I replied. Most living things healed fast enough to be highly resistant to radiation in the Ten Thousand Worlds, but I still wanted to be careful. I didn’t want to cause a catastrophic radioactive disaster even in the Primordial World, though I’d rather it happen there than in the Hearthwood.

      “In the event of a disaster, make sure all the radioactive waste exits through Spell Eater rather than building up here. If I’m desperate enough to be risking a nuclear disaster, I’d rather have the fallout thrown at whoever or whatever I’m fighting rather than my family back home.”

      [Redesigning the reactor cores for emergency ejection now...] Mac replied.

      I put the final touches on each of the reactors and got them started. A few minutes later, I felt the exotic particles in Spell Eater begin to build in far greater numbers and quantity than before. It was still far slower than the explosion I’d witnessed, but now there was enough to work with to power my Dimensional Distortion even when I was trying to boost the range it covered with my armor.

      I resolved to keep Spell Eater in my Dimensional Storage as much as possible because it was leaking quite a bit of radiation. There was enough power coming from it that it would probably kill a heartwielder with a day or two of exposure, which meant I wouldn’t be able to use it for show anymore. But that was a small price to pay for the extra power. I would just tell everyone it was now a cursed weapon and that if they touched it, they’d grow a second head or something.

      Once that was settled, I took a breath to steady myself. I was as ready as I could expect myself to be. The only question was how I was going to find my lost companions.

      I was headed to the Teleportation Array back to the capital when I was interrupted by the orc I’d rescued on the way back here.

      I’d nearly forgotten about the orc adventuress during my trip back to the Hearthwood. Mac must have patched her up in the Medical Bay sooner than I thought because she was hale and healthy once again, standing with her notched and battered sword propped up over her shoulder. Besides her weapon, she was completely naked, which was a bit odd but not too strange, considering most of her old clothes were nothing more than tattered ruins.

      “You!” she shouted in crude elvish as she held her sword. She tossed her sword to the ground, and a moment later, I had a naked orc charging at me with her arms extended.

      A week ago, when I was still accustomed to safe and easy living, I would have taken a moment to blink in surprise. Now, my battle instincts were running at full speed. I tucked my shoulder low, ducking beneath her grabbing hands and springing off my back foot.

      I slammed into her with tremendous force. Any other structure would have shattered and broken as the orc and I collided with the far wall, but The Wanderer was made of sterner stuff. The amount of force two Gold Skin body cultivators could produce in a full-strength assault was enough to send sturdy castle walls crumbling to the ground.

      The orc adventuress grabbed my shoulders for a moment, trying to ply her strength against mine as I pinned her against the wall. But I grabbed both of her wrists in my hands and slammed them into the wall. My knee came up a moment later between her legs to pin her stomach in place.

      The female orc immediately went limp in my hands, unmoving except for the slow and steady panting of her breath. She was breathing a little too hard for just that bit of exertion. She had plenty more fight in her to give, but it seemed she’d already given up.

      “Why did you attack me? Didn’t I just save your life?” My grip on her was firm, but the fact that she’d lost all resistance meant the battle-lust was fading from my eyes.

      I watched blood rush to the female orc’s cheeks as her eyes widened, boring deep into mine. She licked her lips, and suddenly I was very conscious of the fact that she was completely naked as a wet spot formed on my thigh pinned between her legs.

      “I... belong... you...” the orcess said, squirming in my grip as heat flushed her cheeks and limbs.

      I let out a sigh. At any other time, I would have been happy to learn about a new culture and people. The orcs of ancient times were strangers to me, and I could learn a lot from this orc adventurer. But I was a bit busy at the moment and didn’t have time to play.

      I switched to orcish, certain that she’d have an easier time replying to me in her own tongue. “I’m flattered. You’re lucky this isn’t the first time I’ve been on the receiving end of an orc’s advances. Otherwise, I’d be a lot more confused about why you tried to attack me just then.”

      Yorik had done the same when I first met her. Female orcs were always testing the strength of their prospective love interests, and the swifter a man defeated them, the more desirable he was in conventional orc culture. It seemed that much, at least, was a trait that had survived the passing of however long it was between this orc's time and the one I was familiar with.

      The orc adventurer was still blinking in surprise as I spoke her own tongue to her. If the orcs were a conquered and enslaved people under the Elven Star Dominion, it was probably rare for anyone to take the time to learn their language.

      “My life is yours. My body is yours,” she said.

      I sighed and released her arms. She slid to the ground at my feet and sat there on her knees, staring up at me with wide and anxious eyes.

      “No, it isn’t.” I gestured to her body, which was completely free of the shackles, collar, and other accouterments of her previous servitude. “You’re free. See?”

      The orc bit her lip as she ran a finger around her bare neck. She looked up at me again with a conflicted expression on her face.

      “You saved me. I should owe my life to you,” she insisted. Her voice sounded a lot smoother and more natural now that she was speaking her native tongue.

      I gave her a gentle expression, though she didn’t see it with her forehead pressed against the floor tiles. “What’s your name?”

      “Leahlash, master! Of tribe Wubba Lubba Dub Dub!”

      I frowned. “That’s an awfully long name.”

      “A passing human once spoke these words many times in the presence of my ancestor. To this day, we do not know the meaning, but we are certain it is very profound,” Leahlash explained.

      I wasn’t so sure I agreed, but that was a topic for another time.

      “I would have saved any of your other companions had they been alive as well. You’re just lucky you were the sturdiest of the bunch. Now, I’d like to hear your story sometime, but I’m afraid it’ll have to wait. I want you to stay here until I find my friends. When they’re back, I’ll take you back to where I found you or anywhere else you want to go.”

      I headed for the door back to the Primordial World, but the orc crawled on her hands and knees until she was in front of me again, this time with her sword in hand. She held it before her by the blade, presenting the handle to me.

      “I owe you,” the orcess said. “Let me repay you for my life.”

      I shook my head. “Sorry, but you were defeated by one Timeweaver when it ambushed you. Where I’m going, there’s going to be a lot more of them.”

      “I won’t slow you down!” the orcess promised. “And I will follow your orders like you are my master!”

      I ran my hand across my chin. As recently as a few months ago, I would have been overjoyed to have a Gold Skin orc pledging her allegiance to me. But now I was wondering if she would be more help than a hindrance.

      “What can you do for me that I wouldn’t be able to do without you?” I asked her. “And don’t say fighting. I can do that just fine on my own.”

      The orcess’ face flushed again, though this time for a different reason than before. “I... know people.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Connections? What kind of useful connections could you have? Not to be rude, but you had a gag in your mouth and were being touted along as a thrall when I met you. I highly doubt you know anyone important.”

      The orcess grimaced. “My tribe was brought there with me. I was sold first, but the others will be sold soon too. I must rescue them.”

      I groaned. The last thing I needed was to get diverted on another rescue mission when I was already trying to save my friends.

      “Sorry, I can’t help you.” I shook my head and turned to leave, but the orcess slid across the floor on her hands and knees until she was in front of me again.

      “My father was our chief! If you buy him and the others, they will listen to you!” The orcess begged. “The adventurers... they had lots of crystals! You can buy most of them. Then we will all fight for you! We can rescue your friends!”

      I was waving my hand in dismissal, but something in her words caught my attention.

      “Your father was the chief? Not you?” I asked in surprise. She was in the Gold Skin realm. Orc society was fairly patriarchal, but power trumped all rules and laws, so I’d assumed that she’d be the leader of her tribe. That she wasn’t..."

      She answered my unspoken question immediately. “I was at Silver Marrow when we were captured, but the elves gave us resources to get stronger. My father was at Diamond Skin, and three of the elders were at Gold Marrow.”

      I let out a low whistle. A Diamond Skin orc would be roughly on the same level as a demigod. That was just the sort of power I needed to counter the demigod spider that nearly did us in before. A body cultivator had sturdy defenses at all times in the form of their own skin, which meant he’d probably fare even better against a demigod-level Timeweaver than an elven demigod would.

      An opportunity had fallen right into my lap. The only question was if it was worth the price.

      Yes. I decided it was. No amount of zeal crystals was worth Tivana, Sam, and Dean. I would spend every zeal crystal in all of Deania to save them, let alone those gathering dust in my Dimensional Storage.

      “Give me your word that your father and your tribe will help me, and I will spend everything I’ve got to buy their freedom,” I said.

      “I swear!” she yelled, and I could feel a soul oath ready to click into place around her.

      “Alright, you have a deal.” I grabbed her sword with her handle presented and pulled her to her feet.
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      We took the Teleportation Array to the palace in the capital. The gate that led to the Primordial World was there, and we’d need to use that to get back to Rainbow City. Even though I hadn’t sent word ahead of my arrival, the palace guards had been told the Hearthwood was safe, and the guards were relaxed as we materialized.

      They perked up when I emerged from the beam of light that transported us to the capital, throwing me deep and honored bows.

      “Patriarch of the Hearthwood Clan! It is an honor to have you in our presence,” one guard said.

      “Patriarch Hearthwood! You are the pride of our nation!” another shouted.

      “You’re really showing those orcs! Ha! What’s she, their leader?”

      I turned to my companion, the orc adventurer Leahlash. She was turning and looking at the elves around her in confusion. With a sigh, I realized nobody had gotten her dressed, and she’d followed me through the teleporter naked. It was a bit late to get her dressed now, though. I would just have to send a note back through the Hearthwood to have something made. Mac would remember her sizes from his data logs of her time in the Medical Bay. For now, I tossed her a spare shirt of mine to throw over herself, though she didn’t seem to have a shred of embarrassment about her body.

      Not that there was anything to be embarrassed by. Like most body cultivators, her form was sculpted and toned to perfection.

      “These elves are strange,” Leahlash said, holding the shirt in her hands instead of wearing it. “They point and smile at me.”

      “I think it’s because you’re naked.” I gestured for her to put on the shirt as several of the guards pointed and smirked, offering me more congratulations for upholding the dignity of Deania. They could feel Leahlash’s body cultivation and seemed delighted by the thought that I made someone like her submit to me. I would have corrected them, but I didn’t want to stop and explain the entire situation to them.

      Leahlash reluctantly put on the shirt. She seemed disappointed when the elves stopped grinning in her direction, though. From what I’d gathered, the elves of the Elven Star Dominion were more grim and domineering than what I was used to. On the other hand, Leahlash seemed to prefer my elves as much as I did.

      We made our way to the gate without drawing the queen’s attention. Apparently, she was off playing a prank on someone somewhere, which I was grateful for. I didn’t want to explain why Tivana wasn’t by my side to her mother.

      We made it to the gate without incident, and I pressed the same series of keys I remembered Sam pressing to activate the device. After a second of spinning and buzzing, the gateway sprang to life with a burst of blue energy, forming a portal that looked like the gently rippling surface of a lake.

      “Come on,” I reached behind me and grabbed Leahlash’s wrist before pulling her in behind me.

      She followed me, and we arrived in a pitch-black cave with no light. The ground beneath me was a mixture of mud and something warm and squishy.

      “Where are we?” Leahlash asked.

      I groaned. “We’re inside the stomach of a monster called a Kun Peng. I hoped the gate would take us back to the moment when we first arrived, but I think that was too much to ask.”

      Sam had said the Primordial World had its own sense of continuity. From most perspectives, it was better to treat it like another world. Even though most of the people who lived there frequently went home, from the perspective of those inside the Primordial World, it appeared no time had passed between someone leaving and returning. The personal timeline of everyone who entered the Primordial World was cohesive and whole, even if everything else was completely screwed up.

      “I will cut us free!” Leahlash said, but I shook my head. Then, when I realized she couldn’t see the motion, I grabbed her wrist.

      “Bad idea. This is a demigod-level beast. If we make it mad, it might be able to do something to us even from here in its stomach.”

      “So, what do we do?”

      I grimaced. “As far as I know, there are two ways into and out of this place. One of them has lots of teeth, and one of them smells bad.”

      “The second sounds safer.”

      I sighed. “I was afraid you were going to say that.”

      Leahlash and I spent the next hour searching for the Kun Peng’s asshole.

      What followed was something of an epic quest. We stumbled into a lake-sized region of stomach acid so caustic it left Leahlash naked again. Getting her dressed would have risked Mac’s wrath since he’d only just had a new set of clothes tailored for her in the Hearthwood, and putting it on in here would have left it filthy in an instant.

      Stomach acid turned to churning masses of dirt and other partially digested mass. As we passed through what I guessed were the intestines, I watched the Kun Peng extract earth zeal from the island it had eaten and a whole host of other aspects of zeal.

      Among those was the gravity zeal from the island itself. That was probably how something this massive flew. It didn’t truly fly. It manipulated gravity around itself.

      Under more pleasant circumstances, I would have stayed to examine the beast further. But we had a goal in mind, and my companion found a stash of things more immediately worthy of our attention.

      “Look, elf money!” Leahlash said as she pointed to a heaping pile of zeal crystals and enchanted equipment. The Kun Peng was sucking the energy right out of the enchanted items. A lot of it was quite powerful as well, which suggested the Kun Peng had some way of keeping the strongest things inside of itself to collect here, while most of the weaker true mage and below enchanted items went into its dung.

      “This is a veritable treasure trove!” My eyes went wide, and for a moment, I forgot where we were.

      “You should take them. We’ll use them to buy more orcs like me,” Leahlash suggested.

      I agreed, since that was part of the plan, anyway. I wasn’t sure how much freeing a sorcerer-realm orc would cost, but I was certain it would be quite an expense for the Hearthwood, even with the zeal crystals I’d harvested on that trip through the Crystal Caverns. This, however, would be more than enough to trade with, so I gathered it all up, along with two similar piles of coins and weapons we found.

      Soon after, we found the yawning anus in the distance, winking at us from afar and letting in just the tiniest bit of light from the outside world.

      “Tuck your shoulders tight. This might be a bit of a squeeze. I’ll go first and catch you on the other side.”

      I was the only one with a flying sword, so I had to go ahead of Leahlash. Squeezing through the Kun Peng’s asshole was one of the most surreal experiences of my life. For a moment, I thought I was about to experience a moment of enlightenment, but it turned out to just be the growing stench.

      I slipped out without a problem and hopped on Spell Eater the moment I was clear. Leahlash’s head followed moments later, and I pulled her free and onto our ride away from this stinking beast.

      I turned my gaze to the distance, trying to find a landmark. We were still in the Primordial World, which was good. I’d seen this massive beast travel through space, and it had taken us to the outside world twice. I’d been periodically testing the world around us with my zeal to make sure we emerged inside the Primordial World.

      The celestial bodies overhead confirmed that we were where I wanted to be, and I breathed a sigh of relief. I didn’t want to go through that again.

      “Do me a favor and never mention that little adventure to anyone ever again,” I asked Leahlash.

      She nodded solemnly. She’d taken our ordeal much more stoically than any of my other women would have. I was grateful for that.

      The celestial bodies overhead told me we weren’t too far from where we’d been before. In fact...

      My eyes scanned the distance, staring with superhuman acuity to find a nearby landmark. Sure enough, I caught sight of the sprawling network of rainbow roads that connected some of the islands closest to Rainbow City. Though I couldn’t quite see the mountain, I caught glimpses of airships headed that way.

      “Hold on tight,” I told my companion. She wrapped her hands around my waist, and we headed to Rainbow City at all speed.
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        * * *

      

      We arrived in just a few hours’ travel, and the city was much the same as it had been when we first arrived. In fact, I spotted a pair of familiar faces at the docks.

      There was the familiar figure of Graylana, one of the two dung sifters of the Elven Star Dominion I’d first encountered when I arrived in the Primordial World. Her bobbing green-haired head was soon joined by her sister Seldana as the two of them headed towards us like they were on a mission. The intensity in their eyes actually left me a little frightened.

      Were they coming to pick a fight?

      “You!” Graylana stabbed her finger at me like a blade as her sister sniffed the air. “You were hiding more dung from us, weren’t you?”

      “What?” I pointed at myself before remembering we hadn’t taken the time to wash up before heading here.

      “Don’t you lie to us! I can smell that beautiful scent of powerful dung all over you! It suffuses your very being, almost as though you experienced what it is like to become dung!” Graylana practically salivated at the sight of the two of us.

      “We did,” Leahlash explained.

      I glared at her for a moment, but eventually, I had to sigh.

      “Yeah, we went crawling through a Kun Peng’s stomach. We appeared inside one as soon as we entered the Primordial World.”

      “Lucky!” Graylana said, mouth wide with awe.

      “That’s incredible! Thank the heavens for your good fortune!” Seldana said.

      I shook my head. “I think I’ll pass on that. Sorry, ladies, I would stay and talk more, but I’ve got some important business to take care of.” I brushed the two of them off and headed closer into the city.

      “Oh no, you don’t. I know you got some valuable dung during your trip! Let us buy it off you!” Graylana jogged to catch up to me, and her sister joined her on my other side. Neither of them noticed the naked orc woman trailing behind me, completely ignoring her.

      “Sorry, you two. I can’t sell you any of what we found,” I replied, shaking my head.

      “What? Why not?” Seldana pouted.

      “We need to recruit help. I’m going to hire a few orcs.”

      Graylana perked up at that. “You want to buy some orcs? If they’re at the same body cultivation level as the one behind you, you must have had quite the haul! What if I told you we know the orc trader down the street? If we’re there to buy your haul right away, I bet you can get a discount! She hates liquidating dung-covered treasure. She is one of those prim and proper ladies from a respectable profession too good to get her hands dirty.” Graylana was shaking her head as though that was the greatest sin in the world.

      That this trader made a living buying and selling orcs meant she was already going down in my books as morally dubious. Graylana and Seldana knew the way, so I let them lead us there. Leahlash trailed along behind me.

      I had expected something dark and foreboding, but our destination was anything but. The orc trader’s shop was painted brilliant bright pink and covered with depictions of orcs wearing oversized bow-tie-like collars and with big smiles on their faces. Instead of mentioning thralls or enslavement, the store’s title merely said, ‘Adopt an orc! Get yours inside today!’

      Leahlash stepped in front, opening the door for me as I headed in ahead of her. We were immediately greeted by a female orc at the stone-skin stage dressed in a frilly pink outfit.

      “Welcome, guests! Are you looking to adopt a friendly, helpful frontline fighter for your Adventuring Party? Look no further than Emry’s Orcs!” the female orc said.

      Graylana waved her off. “We’re going to speak with Emry directly.”

      Our elven escorts soon took us to a room in the store's rear, where a female elf was sitting in an office overlooking the city smoking a pipe.

      That would have been a fairly ordinary scene except for the furniture. Instead of a chair, she was sitting on the back of a female orc, who sat on the ground on all fours to support her while another stood and served as a backrest.

      The rest of the furniture was also made of female orcs. The desk was just a piece of wood supported by four orc women holding it up underneath. The two portraits of richly decorated elves lining the walls were held up by a pair of orc women. I stared at the gross extravagance, and one of the two orcs gave me an awkward wave as she held up her portrait.

      I was about to ask what was going on here when the woman jumped up from where she’d been slouching.

      “Oh no, you don’t, Graylana! Don’t tell me you came here tracking your filthy dung-strained boots all over the nice new carpet! I run an honest, upstanding business here! I can’t be seen having you tarnishing my image. I thought I told you to only come around after closing?”

      The shopkeeper had a head of puffy white hair so thick it had to be artificial. The gentle bursts of powder that came off it with every step added to that theory. She was thicker around the middle and bustier than the average elf, but not extraordinarily so. She wore it well, so it merely gave her a softer look that seemed pretty in a friendly and approachable sort of way. But the fact that she had put on extra weight as an elven cultivator at the sorcerer rank means her current lifestyle afforded her a tremendous quantity of fine foods and other luxuries.

      “Relax, Emry!” Graylana waved her hand and pushed me forward. “I actually brought you a customer this time!”

      “A human?” Emry asked. The word was somewhat close to Chaka, but different enough from how modern elves said it that I decided to just call it what it meant. She was presumably the owner of the shop, considering the luxurious office and the fact that her name was above the door outside.

      “That’s right.” I stood with my arms crossed as I looked around the room.

      “So he claims,” Graylana corrected.

      “Ah, inspecting my thralls?” Emry said cheerily. She ambled over to my side, wrapping her arm around my waist and gesturing around the room. “A fine collection. A man of your refined needs could use an orc or two. Despite their savage nature, they can make excellent servants when subjected to a rigid training protocol designed to enlighten and civilize them. We have a few specializing in cooking, massages, opening jars, reaching those high cabinets that are just out of reach... though I suppose you wouldn’t need those last two. You’re quite strong.”

      Emry gave me a rather forward squeeze on the ass, admiring my body in a way that felt a little too personal.

      I gave her a look and gently nudged her hand away.

      “Terribly sorry,” Emry said with a flush in her cheeks. “It’s a force of habit, you know? Only usually it’s with these orc women I keep here and... well..." She shook her head as though to clear it. “Anyway, I meant to say that I know a valued customer when I see one! I’ll give you a discount just because you’re so handsome. How about that?”

      I wasn’t about to throw away a gift like that, so I relaxed my posture and let my arms fall to my sides, putting a smile on my face. I didn’t condone enslaving orcs like this. Not after I’d worked so hard to set things right back home. But I had priorities to keep, and I wouldn’t let my old-world sense of morality delay rescuing Tivana and my friends for even a second. So I put a smile on my face and nodded in return.

      “That’s much appreciated. I want to buy some combat-capable orcs. Leahlash here said she knows some people that would work well.” I waved at my orc companion.

      “Wait a moment... Leahlash? I thought I sold you to a group of adventurers!” Emry grinned as she strode up to my companion, looking her up and down. “I can see they didn’t waste you, at least. I was nervous that band would throw you on their front lines to reinforce that dwarf friend of theirs without care! It would have been a tragic waste if you’d died after all the resources it took to break you through to the Gold Skin realm. You did it remarkably fast as well. You know, I wanted to keep you and try to push you to Gold Marrow! Then you would have truly been worth a fortune. Alas, my clan just didn’t have the resources to spare.”

      Emry nodded, stroking her chin. “Fighters then? I admit those aren’t my favorite. I prefer training a brawny orc warrior into a top-notch pillow fluffer or back massager. Things I personally need. But I suppose the standard use for orc thralls is as personal protection.”

      I shook my head. “I want your entire stock.”

      Emry’s eyes widened at that statement. “My entire stock? Surely you realize that’s a lot of orcs! And I would have to close shop and return to my clan on the World of Struggle and Strife.”

      “I need them all,” I said, crossing my arms again. This was Leahlash’s tribe. We couldn’t leave anyone behind.

      Emry took a few slow breaths and closed her eyes. For a moment, I thought she would get angry with me, but when her eyes opened again, she had a sharp gleam in them.

      I’d seen that same look in an elf’s eyes before. It usually appeared in Sava’s right before she charged someone a fortune for a rare and expensive potion.

      “While I will, of course, give you a bulk purchase discount and that handsome man discount I mentioned earlier, this is going to be quite costly.”

      I held my breath and kept my gaze level and steady. I didn’t want her to think I couldn’t afford the price she was about to name, but I also didn’t want her thinking I was so rich she could charge whatever she liked. So I kept my mouth shut and waited for her to explain what she meant by costly.

      She turned to her desk and picked up a piece of paper that consisted only of a few scribbles and a hasty drawing of a large-breasted orc woman posing with a sword in a manner that had far too much hip thrust in it to be practical. I only caught a brief glimpse of the drawing before Emry flipped the page, but I could have sworn the drawing looked just like Leahlash.

      “It looks like my clan says the orcs in this tribe are worth... three hundred and fifty thousand high-grade zeal crystals. With the two discounts I offered you earlier, I’ll let them go at three hundred and twenty-five thousand. And even then, I can only quote you a number that low because the Diamond Skin and Gold-realm orcs are untrainable. That’s why they’re locked in the dungeon instead of up on display.” Emry said.

      My heart sank at the number. Even throwing in everything we’d picked up inside the Kun Peng and in the Crystal Caverns, I didn’t have nearly that number of zeal crystals.

      I opened my Dimensional Storage, letting what Leahlash and I had gathered recently spill onto the ground. Emry winced as the dung-covered tools and weapons touched her floor, but said nothing.

      “Ooh, this is a high-quality load!” Graylana bounced on her heels with glee.

      Emry seemed to have some doubts, but the dung collector’s enthusiasm gladdened me. Her sister Seldana was already digging through the heap on the floor and organizing what I’d tossed out into neat piles.

      The two sisters poked and prodded the heaping pile of dung-covered enchanted artifacts, treasures, and zeal crystals as they pondered a figure.

      I stood there, shuffling from foot to foot. Leahlash was talking to one orc holding up a picture frame off to the side of the room. Emry was pinching her nose, trying not to let the smell of the dung-covered artifacts get to her.

      Finally, the dung-sifting sisters came up with a number.

      “We’ll give you fifty-five thousand high-grade zeal crystals for the lot!” Graylana declared. “I think that’ll be the most we’ve ever paid for a single load before.”

      My heart sank. Fifty-five thousand wasn’t even close to the three hundred and twenty-five thousand I needed.

      “Eighty thousand,” I said, hoping to get a little closer to my goal. If I traded everything I had in my Dimensional Storage and a lot of what was in the Hearthwood’s reserves, I might be able to make that happen. I hated the thought of selling off the vast quantities of wealth my clan had accumulated over the last year. We’d become rather wealthy as far as standards went in Deania, but all that didn’t amount to much here in the Primordial World.

      “No way.” Graylana shook her head, leaving no room for further negotiation. “Dung sifting may be a noble profession, but it doesn’t have profit margins that thick! Sixty-five is all I can offer.”

      “Fine, sixty-five thousand,” I grumbled. The zeal crystals I’d gathered on my venture to the Crystal Caverns, combined with everything the adventurers had gathered, added up to about ten thousand high-grade zeal crystals. Everything else I had in the Hearthwood was maybe another five thousand.

      That left two hundred and forty-five thousand zeal crystals needed to buy the rest of Leahlash’s Clan’s freedom. That was probably more zeal crystals than existed on the entire World of Sanctuary and Serenity.

      I grit my teeth. When she said I could afford it with the crystals I’d gathered on that single run through the Crystal Caverns, I’d expected the whole tribe to cost twenty or thirty thousand zeal crystals at most. Obviously, Leahlash had dramatically underestimated the value of herself and her clan.

      The price for an uncooperative Diamond Skin orc and his subordinates was many times more than the entire net worth of the Hearthwood Clan. I struggled to fathom what one who’d actually fight for a buyer would cost.

      “Out of curiosity, how much was Leahlash there?” I asked Emry.

      “Her?” A smile spread across Emry’s face. “Leahlash was a joy to train, let me tell you. So obedient and eager to follow orders. It’s why we spent the extra money raising her to Gold Skin instead of just keeping her at the peak of silver. She sold to a pair of adventurers for two hundred and sixty-five thousand high-grade zeal crystals. Those two didn’t have enough on them, but I was able to bill the Everbright Clan’s account for her back home. Yes, she was our favorite, and I’m glad to see she’s in one piece.”

      The trader’s eyes glimmered as though I was supposed to know who the Everbright Clan were. Presumably, that was the family the staff-wielding elf belonged to. She’d used some sort of light-based cultivation technique.

      My original plan, in case the price was too high to pay, had been to simply break Leahlash’s family out. I’d been looking all over the trading house for guards or sensors from the moment I’d entered the place. But I hadn’t spotted a single thing. That a place that dealt in hundreds of thousands of zeal crystals had no obvious protection only made me nervous. If I couldn’t see the guards or defenses, that probably meant they were too powerful for even me to detect.

      I sighed. “I can do eighty thousand. Can I just get Leahlash’s father and her clan elders?”

      Emry shook her head. “I’m sorry. I’m afraid part of the reason they’ve been so uncooperative is the fact that they’ve been unwilling to break up their clan. All those we could convince to willingly agree to training are out here on display, but if we were to release the old clan chief and elders, they would no doubt plot a break-out for the rest of our goods. That would only end in a perfectly good diamond-realm cultivator being killed, along with all the valuable elders. As a merchant, I can’t in good conscience allow you to make a decision that would so swiftly ruin your own investment.”

      I grimaced, shooting a glance at Leahlash. She said her father and her clan would fight for me if I bought their freedom, but if I didn’t buy them all, they’d probably want to rescue the rest of their kin beforehand. And if that got them killed or in trouble with whoever served as the law enforcement here in Rainbow City, that would only mean trouble for me.

      Searching my Dimensional Storage, I looked for anything remotely valuable and placed it on the table. The only thing that lit up Emry’s eyes was the adamantium, mithril, and steel I’d forged into spare Sword Storm blades in there. They were meant for use with my unique offensive spell, but they still had a lot of metal value, and with a bit of adaptation, an elf could use one as a regular weapon.

      “These are of impressive quality. I wasn’t aware there was anyone off the dwarf homeworld who could forge iron into such beautiful alloys and shapes. I don’t see a logo or artisan’s mark anywhere...” Emry said as she waved her hand over the weapons arrayed before her. “Do you know who made them?”

      “I doubt you’ve ever heard of the clan.” I waved my hand, not wishing to reveal anything about the Hearthwood. I wasn’t sure how hard it would be to leave the Primordial World and end up in my version of the Hearthwood, but I didn’t want anyone following me home hoping to steal my special metals. A few rogue sorcerers from this place would be all it would take to sew chaos throughout the entire continent.

      “I’ll give you another twenty thousand for all of this,” Emry declared.

      I pinched my brows. That was still nowhere near enough. “What about letting them out on loan? I’ll rent them for a hundred thousand, and you can have them all back when I’m done.”

      I’d have to break any promise to return them with Emry and her guild. I doubted Leahlash’s kin would fight for me unless I promised them their freedom, which was what I had planned to do, anyway. Breaking my promise to return the orcs would get me into trouble the next time I came to Rainbow City, but that was a price I was willing to pay for some extra help now when I needed it most.

      But Emry was already shooting down the proposal. “I’m afraid not. That’s against my clan’s trading policy. We don’t do rentals. Well, not unless you count studding fees. But I’m sure you know all about that, being a human and all. I’m sure plenty of mid-size clans have paid you a fortune and lined up ten thousand young daughters for you to impregnate one after another. That’s how my clan made me.” Her eyes suddenly brightened. “You know, my clan paid three hundred thousand high-grade zeal crystals for that last time! We’d have to get you tested to make sure you’re really a genuine human male and not one of those body-twisting doppelgangers, but if you are, you’d be able to pay me with just a few months of work.”

      I shook my head. “Sorry, I’m afraid I’m not looking for that kind of work.”

      While it sounded fun and easy, I wasn’t interested in siring someone else’s clan. I wanted my children in the Hearthwood Clan, where I could watch over them myself.

      Emry tapped her lower lip. “Well, then it seems we’re at a bit of a loss. You want something but can’t pay for it.”

      “There has to be some arrangement we can come to,” I insisted. “A trade or a loan to make up the remaining two hundred and twenty-five thousand. What about more metals? I could get more in a few weeks’ time.”

      But Emry shook her head. “We’d buy more, but at a reduced price. There is a market for these things, but it’s not something my clan is experienced in. Just selling this quantity would probably make us enemies among the other trade clans, so I don’t want to buy more. If you want to sell more, I’ll still take it off your hands, but only at a greatly reduced price. As it is, most of this is going to sit in our treasury for a few hundred years while we slowly use it as barter or in our own weapons.”

      “Any raw resources you’d need then? What about potions or enchantments? I can get you anything up to the sixth star.”

      But Emry was shaking her head again. “Sorry, we have our own clanswomen for that kind of thing. The potion I was smoking a moment ago was brewed by my clan’s very own eight-star alchemist.”

      My heart sank again, but then Emry spoke.

      “There is one raw ingredient we could use. My clan is always looking for more sources of vitality for cultivation purposes. If you’re really a human cultivator at the sorcerer rank, yours should be quite concentrated and quite valuable, if you know what I mean.”

      “What are you offering?” I crossed my arms, trying not to let the hope come out in my voice.

      “Oh, nothing much.” Emry ran to the door and peeked out of it. Looking around, she soon found what she was looking for. A beefy orc woman hustled over carrying a barrel, which Emry had her place on the floor in front of me. “I’m just going to need your help to fill this barrel up. I’ll even give you a hand, so to speak.”
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      “I’m sorry, you want me to what?” I asked incredulously.

      “You know...” Emry gave me a wink. “A tight squeeze here and there, a little tug tug. Fill the bucket up. People do this all the time.”

      “And you’re going to pay over two hundred thousand zeal crystals for that?” I raised an eyebrow skeptically.

      “Well, sure! Especially if I get to watch!” Emry said cheerily, as though there were nothing strange about her request.

      I was shaking my head slowly, but Leahlash caught my eye as she spoke to her family and friends from her tribe.

      Her family was on the line here. Someone had to save them. And if not me, then who?

      I took in a long, slow breath, held it for a moment, and then let it out.

      I’d done more for less noble causes before.

      “I’m doing this for you, Tivana...” I muttered to myself. Then I turned to Emry. “Alright, I’ll do it. But on one condition! I want to bring in my own assistants.”

      Emry’s smile turned into a pout. “Are you sure? I’m more than happy to lend a hand!” She pulled on something that looked suspiciously like a large rubber glove.

      I shook my head. “Nope, I’m fine recruiting my own helping hands. And one other thing, please send all the male orcs out of this room. I’m not sure I can do it with them present.”

      Emry snapped her fingers, and the lampshade orc walked out, along with a few others.

      Emry offered me use of her private bath off to the side of her office. I had to kick out the dozen orcs holding up the sink, bath, and towels, but as soon as the room was clear, I opened my Pocket World Passage again and called in the cavalry.

      Eltiana and Assyrus were the first to answer. Both of them were equipped for battle, covered head to toe in weapons, and seemed ready to fight an army on their own.

      “Ha, see that, Assyrus! I knew he’d call us!” Eltiana playfully poked me in the side. “Alright, big guy, who do I need to stab, murder, or poison?”

      “We’re ready to crush your enemies!” Assyrus slammed her fist into her gauntlet.

      Both of my old matriarchs were now at the wizard realm. That made them incredibly powerful on the World of Sanctuary and Serenity. At that level, there was no land where they wouldn’t be feared and respected, and the places too dangerous for them to venture could be counted on one hand.

      But here in the Primordial World, they were just average people. While the zeal-rich atmosphere in Rainbow City would be good for their cultivation, it would take them time to adapt their spells to the Primordial World. They’d be reliant on me for protection and unable to defend themselves until then. As such, using them to fight against the Timeweavers hadn’t even crossed my mind. I wouldn’t risk my women like that.

      Soon, several other familiar faces poked their heads in. Mac had spread the word that I needed their help for something extremely important, and they were racing to answer the call. Nela appeared soon after, wearing the golden robes of the Songstone Clan. Her old defeated rival Sharian trailed behind her wearing little more than a loincloth.

      “Melise is still in the Capital with the Fateweaver Society. Yorik and your son are there as well. They could return here if you truly need their help, but...” Nela began, but I waved my hand.

      “Urgent was a bit of an overstatement. While I’d like to have them here, I can’t pull them away from their duties elsewhere.”

      Truthfully, I was glad Yorik wasn’t here. The orcs from ancient times would probably look strange to her, and she’d look strange to them. Now that I had some examples to compare with, Yorik and her entire tribe had pointier ears and elvish countenances compared to these orcs.

      Korra came not long after. She slipped through the door with a big grin on her face and claws extended. Her slim form adroitly wove between my other lovers and appeared before me.

      “I heard what happened with your elemental spirit, but from what I can tell, she’s recovering?” Korra asked.

      “Yes, Minerva will be fine in time,” I said.

      Sava and her assistant Mayatania came next. Those were the two who really had experience in what I needed done, so they’d be a lot of help. I smiled at both of them and gave them a wink.

      “Sava, we’ll need the usual vitality collecting tool kit,” I said.

      Sava’s eyes lit up, and the tension in her posture eased. “Ah, so this is that kind of emergency. For a moment there, I was worried you were actually in danger.” She stuck her tongue out at me and doubled back to fetch some supplies.

      Behind Nela and Sharian came Guard Captain Amisra and Baroness Jynna.

      “We were nearby and heard you were calling your matriarchs to the Primordial World.” Baroness Jynna looked around, startled by the strange flow of zeal. Amisra seemed a little more at ease with it. She’d probably sensed the power of the Primordial World before and perhaps even accompanied the queen here in the past. “I have to say, the Primordial World looks awfully like someone’s private bath.”

      I hadn’t expected to get Jynna and Amisra. Though they had a relationship with me, it wasn’t the same level as I had with my matriarchs. Amisra, perhaps. She’d been keen to be mine, but with her, as Tivana’s most loyal subordinate, I couldn’t possibly claim her for myself. But Jynna was her own woman with her own city to run.

      Now that she’d finally broken through to the wizard realm, she could put the Spire Lords of Bronzeridge in line and bring law and order to the city under her charge. And she might even have some children now, considering she’d asked me to give her some a few months back.

      “Say, Jynna, that time we were together. Did you ever get around to laying those eggs?”

      Jynna blushed. This was an awfully personal question, but she nodded.

      My smile widened. “I know you wanted your heirs to be part of your branch of the royal family, but the Hearthwood isn’t too far away. They’re probably just wisps right now, right? I have ways of making them manifest faster. We can greet them for the first time together.”

      A smile lit Jynna’s face, and she nodded. I turned my attention to Amisra.

      “If you need help fighting, I can have half the Royal Guard here,” Amisra said. “But from what I know of the Primordial World, it isn’t the best idea for anyone below the wizard realm to come.”

      I shook my head. “I’m certain you will be more than enough.”

      Soon after, we were joined by the two matriarchs of the Whitewood Clan, Yavilla and Tavilla.

      “Master Theo!” Yavilla cried out, wrapping her arms around my neck. “When we heard your cry for aid, we abandoned our duties and came as soon as possible. My sister and I are poor fighters, but if you need more warships made or tools crafted, we’re here to help! We might not be very useful, but we want to help you however we can!”

      “You know what? I think you girls might just be the most useful for what I have in mind! Well, maybe except for Sava...” I said, tapping my chin.

      Yavilla and Tavilla both seemed overjoyed at that news, though the others looked a bit confused. The Whitewood Clan was made of gardeners, not fighters. So when trouble came to Deania, their first thought had been that if they surrendered fast enough, their conquerors would favor them. Lucky for them, their conqueror had been me. I was certainly favoring them, so in the end, they were smarter than their old overlords in the Moonbow Clan, who’d been completely crushed by the orc advance.

      “Alright, Theo! Quit holding back on us!” Eltiana jumped onto my back as lightly as a feather, hooked her legs around my neck until she dangled down my chest, and pulled herself upright until her forehead was pressed to mine. I was staring at her eager, battle-hungry grin, up close and personal. “Who will be the first to taste this awesome new six-star poison brewed from the eggs of Timeweaver spiders that I definitely didn’t steal from Sava while she wasn’t looking?”

      “I heard that!” Sava said as she returned from the Pocket World Passage with two armfuls of vials in tow. All of them were empty.

      “Sava, I think you forgot to fill up those potions,” Eltiana said, hanging upside down around my shoulders as she pointed at Sava.

      Sava laughed. “Don’t worry. We’ll be filling them here.”

      I greeted the eleven women who came rushing to my aid one by one. “Sava, Mayatania, Eltiana, Assyrus, Korra, Nela, Sharian, Jynna, Amisra, Yavilla, Tavilla. Thank you all for rushing here on such short notice.”

      This batch of wizards represented a significant portion of the powerful people on the Groveguard Continent, where Deania and the Hearthwood were located. Back home, if a group like this assembled anywhere within sight of average elves, they would have been awestruck, certain that a world-ending calamity like Countess Frostweaver’s Spire of Blood was about to spell certain doom for them unless we fought some sort of battle of apocalyptic proportions.

      With how eager and ready to fight most of them were, I was starting to get a little embarrassed as I explained what I needed them for.

      “Now, I need all of you to get undressed.”

      Blank stares met me all around.

      Slowly, a few of them started moving. Sava tore her clothes free, and Mayatania joined her. Amisra blushed as she started unbuckling her armor.

      “I think you have some explaining to do, Theo.” Eltiana crossed her arms and pulled herself up again, still hanging by her legs over my shoulders. I blinked in surprise because somehow, she’d taken all of her clothes off without changing positions.

      “Well, you see, it’s like this...” I said as I began my summary of the current situation. I needed to buy the freedom of a tribe of orcs, so they would fight for me. And to do that, I needed something valuable. It turned out all the goods I’d gathered barely accounted for a third of what I needed. The only way I could pay for these orcs was to provide them with raw vitality in the way I usually did for Sava.

      Baroness Jynna nodded slowly. “I think this is what my grandfather used to describe as a... booty call. My grandmothers used to get desperate pleas for help from him all the time, only to arrive by his side and find that his problem was that he couldn’t get his pants on without relieving some tension first.”

      “This is vastly more important,” I insisted to everyone in the room. “This involves Tivana, Sam, and even Dean’s safety. I need those orc warriors!”

      Eltiana shrugged. “Good enough for me!” She spun herself around, twisting at the hips and grabbing my belt.

      That was the cue for the rest of them to get undressed as well, and soon I had ten beautiful elves and one catgirl all eager and waiting for me.

      I opened the door, and we streamed into the room with the barrel. Emry’s mouth dropped open, and her pipe fell out of it at the sight of my entourage.

      Graylana and Seldana both looked surprised as well.

      “You are aware you can just... you know. Do the deed yourself?” Graylana suggested.

      “I think he doesn’t know how. Why else would he need so much help?” Seldana replied.

      Tavilla jumped up on Emry’s desk. “Alright, places, everyone! We’ve got to get this just right if we want to fill the barrel in one load!”

      “One load?” Emry’s eyebrows shot up. “That’s impossible. That barrel should take weeks to fill up at the very least!”

      Tavilla rolled her eyes at Emry. “You don’t know our master.”

      For their part, Leahlash and the other orc women in the room stood stock still. The elves they knew were very proud, arrogant, and domineering people. And yet here they were shamelessly parading around as naked as the day they manifested.

      “I... uh... see you have a type,” Emry blushed as she looked over the crowd of eager, submissive elves just begging to have me play with them.

      “Where do we start?” Eltiana asked. “Are we all going to do that thing where we say how great we’ll make the Hearthwood Clan?”

      “No, no. We should begin with something a little more relaxing.” Sava shook her head and stepped to the front. “For the highest yields, we have to take things slow and steady. We get him relaxed and in the right mood.”

      “I... uh... take it you’ve done this before?” Emry bit her lip, eyes staring me down.

      “More times than you can count,” Sava replied. “Theo’s our man, and we’re his women.”

      Emry’s eyebrows rose. “His women. Remarkable. Are you implying that he’s actually in charge of your clan?”

      “In charge?” Sava laughed. “Theo rules with an iron cock! Don’t worry, it’s a lot nicer than an iron fist.”

      Emry blinked in confusion, still trying to wrap her head around what was happening. Seldana and Graylana had their jaws open, mouths gaping, as their minds failed to process what was happening.

      “Alright, everybody! Let’s greet our patriarch properly, now!” Yavilla yelled.

      One by one, all eleven of them lined up. They stood before me, and I bent down to give them a warm, wet kiss. Yavilla was the first, and the moment my lips broke contact with hers, she dropped to her knees to give my growing shaft a warm wet kiss, just like the one I’d placed on her lips. Her sister Tavilla did the same soon after, and she performed just as her sister had, only without the loud moans and slurps Yavilla let out.

      Sava followed, then Eltiana, Assyrus, and Nela came after. Soon, my cock was standing at full mast, made slick by the tongues of some of the most powerful women of Deania. Each woman left her own mark on me, and I had enough experience with each of them that I could tell who was at my shaft even without looking.

      Eltiana was agile and playful. Gentle squeezes and kisses came so fast I could scarcely distinguish between them. Sava was methodical and purposeful. Her experienced mouth could have made me finish then and there if not for the fact that she was building up to a load large enough to fill the barrel sitting in the center of the room.

      Assyrus’ hands and mouth were somehow clumsy yet skillful. She had the most natural talent of my women, but lacked the common sense to apply it like the others did. Jynna went at me, trying the hardest she could. She had the least experience, but the most eagerness.

      Korra took Eltiana’s technique as a challenge to her pride and tried to mimic the exact motions Eltiana had made. Only Korra did everything she did twice as fast. Eltiana scowled when she saw, and I knew the two of them planned to compete.

      Mayatania’s grip felt much like Sava’s, though less experienced. Sava had been teaching Mayatania all of her best techniques. Since the rest of Sava’s lab assistants were my daughters, Mayatania was the only one she could truly pass this kind of knowledge on to so she could fill in for her if Sava was ever unable to be with me herself. I sensed a touch of eagerness in Mayatania’s mouth this time. Perhaps she was glad to be more than just a vial-holder this time.

      Nela’s mouth felt sweet. If I focused, I could just barely taste her lips with my shaft in her mouth and sense the sweet fruity fragrance of her lips. It wasn’t a natural ability, but I’d honed this power through countless hours of careful study and body cultivation. It wasn’t as useful as being able to control my size and hardness at will, but it was still a powerful technique that I would perfect someday.

      Sharian was eager and playful. For a moment, she flashed her teeth, and I was half afraid she was going to bite me. After all, she had once been one of the Hearthwood’s most feared and hated enemies. But she was just messing with me, and when her lips wrapped around my cock, I felt nothing but obedient worship from her. Nela had truly rehabilitated our old enemy to perfection.

      Amisra was the most fun of the bunch. While her skill was nowhere near those of my other women, and she didn’t move as fast or as eagerly as Jynna, the expressions she made as her eyes darted around the room and her cheeks flushed in embarrassment thrilled me to the core. The high and mighty palace guard captain secretly loved the thrill of her second life as my little toy.

      “I am truly blessed,” I said, a wide grin on my face as all eleven women crowded around me with fawning and adoring looks. I held up a hand, beckoning them forward. They crawled closer, leaving a ring of wet, feminine juices on the ground where they’d knelt as they sought to lay hands, mouths, and dripping snatches on my body.

      Eltiana pounced on my thigh as I sat, straddling me and vibrating in place with eager excitement. Korra took that as a challenge and jumped on my other thigh. Soon, I could hardly be seen through a mountain of feminine flesh covering my entire body.

      “What is the name of the heavens is happening right now...?” Graylana muttered, mouth still agape. She turned to her sister Seldana only to find Seldana slowly panting, drool dripping from her lips.

      Emry’s pipe fell from her hands and cracked on the ground as her fingers slipped beneath her skirt. Her pupils were dilated wide, unblinking as hot and heavy breaths came out of her mouth.

      I heard Leahlash leaning over to the portrait-bearing orc and whisper.

      “What are they doing?”

      The other orc shrugged, unable to take her eyes off of us. All the orc women in the room were shuffling awkwardly. They’d seen nothing quite like this before. They’d certainly never imagined the dignified and domineering elves who’d captured their clan could throw themselves at a man like my women were to me. It was enough to change their entire perception of elves as an arrogant and proud race of conquerors.

      The kissing, touching, and overwhelming sensations of so many aroused women were driving me wild with lust. Without my body cultivation techniques controlling my size, my shaft would have swelled to dimensions beyond practicality.

      Eventually, I could contain myself no longer. I reached for my shoulder, grabbing whoever was there at random. It turned out to be Sava, though I could barely see her through the mound of breasts and thighs smothering my face. From the taste on my tongue and the feel of the small but tight cords of muscle brushing against my cheek, I was certain Korra and Eltiana were perched up there somehow.

      I held Sava off the ground by the small of her back. My tremendous strength suspended her off the ground easily and effortlessly. She swatted away a dozen grasping hands, a few heads, and someone’s ass to free my shaft enough that she could align my tip with her opening. Slowly and methodically, I pushed into her.

      Her body welcomed me in the same way she welcomed each of my returns to the Hearthwood. Her wet, silken tunnel was like having her arms wrap around me after weeks of conquering cities as Chief Blackgorge of the orcs. Or facing down hordes of Countess Frostweaver’s vampires. Or fighting Timeweaver spiders that had infiltrated our neighboring nations. It was a familiar and welcoming feeling.

      I sensed tension building with Sava, and she held nothing back as my brisk strokes and the zeal flowing into and over my body brought her to the heights of pleasure. My mastery of the World Titan Fiendbody meant I could toy with Sava’s form as easily as a sculptor working with clay. I could brush my hand against her cheek and make her fall, quivering to her knees with delight. Now that I was inside of her, Sava’s pleasure was a step leading to my own enormous release that continued to build with each passing second.

      I felt Sava’s walls pull tight around me, and she writhed in my arms, letting out low, steady moans. I rode her deep into the heights of her pleasure and beyond, only setting her on the ground when she stopped moving completely.

      Mayatania replaced her. This was the first time I’d touched her there in ages, and while she did her best to last as long as Sava, she was a dripping, drooling, and limp mess from the moment I pressed my tip against her entrance. Her wet womanhood folded under my slightest caress, and after a single stroke, she was moaning and delirious beyond compare.

      Eltiana and Assyrus lasted longer, each of them building me to greater heights as they reached their orgasms one after another. I felt heavy and full deep in my loins, like there was a great weight resting on my shoulders that I was only minutes from thrusting off.

      My speed picked up as I went faster and harder, making the most of however long each woman lasted. Nela brought me to the edge. Sharian had forever been denied my cock, and I almost laughed at that look of anxious anticipation on her face as she was about to finally get a taste herself. But as soon as my tip brushed up against her entrance and the full force of my body cultivation came crashing down around the newly minted wizard, her back arched, and an uncontrollable moan echoed out from her lips. She convulsed in my grip, already at the height of orgasm before I even had the chance to enter her.

      Jynna wrapped her legs around me as I entered her. She wanted me to finish inside of her. Perhaps the children I’d given her already weren’t enough, and she wanted more. I’d have to correct that the next time she was in the Hearthwood. Despite her best efforts, though, the power in my body was too much for any one woman to bear, and she soon lost complete control of her limbs. Her tongue lolled out of her mouth, and she collapsed onto the ground like the others in a twitching, quivering mess.

      Amisra was moaning from the moment my hands wrapped around her, and she knew her turn had come. I could feel the panting breaths in her chest and the anxious look in her eyes. I couldn't believe the feared and respected royal guard commander was so small and delicate in my grip. I pushed into her, and after a handful of strokes, she too was lost to the pleasure.

      I was growing a little anxious by then. Perhaps I should have called for Yorik and Melise after all, because I was running out of women. If Yavilla and Tavilla couldn’t finish me off, I wouldn’t be able to build up to the tremendous release we’d been planning to fill up the barrel.

      Sensing the worry in my expression, Yavilla threw herself into the task at hand with all the enthusiasm and gusto she could muster. She moaned and screamed, laughed, and cried. I was certain everyone outside Emry’s shop was wondering what was going on. Eventually, she too collapsed in the heap of elves at my feet, leaving only her silent sister.

      Though I’d never admit it out loud, Tavilla had always been the more disciplined of the two. She bit her lip, stifling her moans and wrapping her arms around my waist. I watched as her eyes rolled up into her head, and she held her breath, reciting some silent phrase to keep herself centered and focused. Her body thrummed and twitched beneath me, carrying her into orgasm. Tavilla stayed focused through sheer force of will, and that only stirred the kneading of her loins to work all the faster.

      Just as she was breaking and about to give in to the overwhelming feelings of lust, I felt myself burst. I felt my climax arrive with a great groan and a mighty sigh.

      Great gooey fountains of seed burst forth with tremendous force. Emry, the shopkeeper, was sitting right in front of me, looking down the barrel of my cannon. In my burning lust, I hadn’t warned her how dangerous that was. I had to twist my hips, shifting to the side just as a spray of seed shot forth, smashing into the far wall with all the force of a cannonball.

      Fortunately, buildings in the Primordial World seemed to be made of tougher stuff than I was used to. Back in the Hearthwood, that load would have blown the rear wall clean off. As it was, all it did was punch a fist-size hole in it. A stream of light shot through the doorway, illuminating my shaft with its brilliant golden radiance. I gritted my teeth and quivered just as each of my women had moments ago.

      Much of the thick, masculine stuff was wasted as I splashed across the room, raining down on Emry, Seldana, Graylana, and all the orc women still present. The slight burst that struck Emry knocked her backward and sent her sprawling against the far wall.

      The moment it struck her, the walls illuminated red, and I sensed powerful defensive enchantments throughout the entire structure buzzing to life. The walls to either side of me opened up, and a pair of fearsome metallic golems appeared.

      Dwarven Peacekeeping Golems (Late Sorcerer, level 59)

      The two dwarven golems began billowing smoke and flames, clanking in my direction with slow heady thumps. From the powerful auras I felt cropping up behind me, I knew there were even more powerful countermeasures headed my way.

      “Biological weapon detected!” one robot beeped in a monotone mechanical voice. “Now initiating sterilization measures.”

      The flamethrowers strapped to the golems’ arms flared to life, and gouts of fire started toasting the walls and floor while the golems headed in my direction.

      “Stand down!” Emry yelled. “You’ll damage the merchandise!”

      Through tremendous force of will, I pointed the tip of my cock at the barrel, which caught the incoming spray. I sighed and relaxed, no longer trying to hold back the onrushing tide. Like a bucket beneath a waterfall, the barrel was soon filled. When the torrent slowed to a trickle, I collapsed backward, lying against the still moaning heap of elves and one catgirl to recover just like they were.

      “Is that what always happens?” Seldana asked her sister. “If so, I’m not sure how our mother survived making us.”

      Leahlash looked around the room and then at my exhausted form sprawled along the ground. She smiled in approval and slowly clapped. Soon, all the orcs of the Wubba Lubba Dub Dub Tribe joined her.

      “Strong man! Virile man! Would make a good mate,” Leahlash said, much to the agreement of her kin.

      Graylana shrugged at her sister, glancing at the orc women giving me a round of applause. “I guess that is supposed to happen. Huh. Who knew?”

      Emry, meanwhile, was scurrying about the chamber, disabling golems and laying her hands on the office’s walls to turn off the defenses before they could use those flamethrowers to sterilize the room.

      “Hey, wait a minute,” Seldana said as she combed through her own hair and came out with a fistful of dripping white cum. “This stuff is supposed to be full of vitality, right?”

      She stuck out her tongue and took a big, wet slurp. Her eyes widened as she tasted it and felt the cultivation-enhancing effects. Her pupils dilated, and she held her breath for a moment and stood completely still.

      “Sis?” Graylana grabbed her sister’s shoulder. “What’s wrong?”

      Seldana’s frozen face widened into a face-splitting grin. “You know... this is even better than dung!”

      “Better than dung? No way!” Graylana scoffed. But she reached for her sister’s hair and brushed off a dripping pile of cum for herself. She scooped it up, held it to her nose, curled her lip, and then gave it the tiniest little taste with the tip of her tongue.

      Her eyes widened in shock and surprise. “It... it actually is better than dung!”

      With speed and gusto, I’d only seen from them when hauling barrels of Kun Peng dung, the two of them started rapidly scooping up all of my missed heaping loads and throwing them into their pockets with incredible speed.

      “Valuable...” Leahlash muttered to herself.

      I chuckled weakly as I overheard her. “So I’m told. You’ll want valuable things like this when you’re free. You’ll need money to buy stuff for your clan once I get you and your kin out of here. Maybe you want to follow Graylana and Seldana’s example?”

      Leahlash nodded, as serious as though I’d given her a direct order. She dropped to all fours just like the two eager dung sifters and began gathering up a heap of seed for herself, pulling it close to her and hoarding it like a dragon hoarding treasure.

      Then she came to a disturbing realization. She’d been naked since the beginning, so unlike Graylana and Seldana, she didn’t have pockets to store anything in.

      “Sava had some vials...” I pointed off to the private bath, but Leahlash had come up with a solution of her own for carrying my seed away with her. She’d scooped as much as she could into her mouth and was holding it there. When there wasn’t enough room, she heaped it into her cleavage, pushing her breasts tight enough together to form a cup. When even that started overflowing, she started trying to push handfuls of it into her own womanhood.

      Graylana snorted at the sight of her. “Silly orc! Don’t you know, when smuggling stolen items out of a store like this one, you sneak it out in your ass, not there!”

      “It is called keistering!” Seldana added, as though this was an art she had spent many years practicing to perfection.

      I let out a long sigh. Normally I liked to bask in the afterglow a little longer, but I couldn’t watch any longer. I ambled over to the bath and pulled out Sava’s sack of vials, tossing them on the floor between the elves and orcs. “Here, all of you. Take these and stop talking about that.”
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      Emry finished settling the building’s defensive enchantments down around the time Seldana, Graylana, and Leahlash were busy... stashing... some of the potion vials. I shook my head at the sight, especially when the two dung sifters recruited the other orc women to help.

      Fortunately, the glass the Hearthwood made was very sturdy stuff. Otherwise, one bad fall and these ladies would be in for a rough time. I tried telling them as much, but they wouldn’t hear of it.

      “Hey! Get that vial out of your ass! That belongs to my clan!” Emry said, as she stormed back into the room and tore a vial of my fluids from Graylana’s hands. Just moments ago, she’d been stashing a tenth vial inside her sister. I’d been shaking my head in amazement the entire time. Seldana was as slim and petite as any other elf I’d seen. How was she pulling that off? Did she have a bag of holding hidden in there?

      I decided some questions were better left unanswered.

      Emry gathered up the last of the unhidden vials from the pair of elves and the orcs. I climbed to my feet one unsteady step at a time. Sava rolled onto her side, and I pulled her to her feet alongside me.

      “Mind if we use your bath to wash up?” I asked Emry.

      She agreed, already hard at work cleaning up the last of my spillage and adding it to her barrel, which was already on the verge of overflowing. We’d certainly seen to our part of the deal.

      After the twelve of us were clean and dressed again, we returned to Emry’s office for negotiations. I thought we were just going to sign the paperwork or whatever the equivalent in the Elven Star Dominion was, but Sava insisted on negotiations.

      “Look,” Sava began, “you said one full barrel would be worth two hundred and twenty-five thousand high-grade zeal crystals, didn’t you?”

      “I did,” Emry confirmed, running her hand through the wet and sticky mass, filling the barrel with a wide grin on her face.

      “Well, it looks like you’ve got a completely full barrel and thirty-seven glass vials. That means what our patriarch provided is worth more than two hundred and twenty-five thousand high-grade zeal crystals.”

      Emry waved her hand. “Yeah, fine, take some of the zeal crystals back.”

      Before long, Sava had got Emry to hand over thirty thousand high-grade zeal crystals. Seldana and Graylana had even yielded some of the dung-covered artifacts Leahlash and I had found inside the Kun Peng.

      “Well done, Sava,” I said after she recovered so much value that I would have let slip through my fingers. “I’ll buy you any alchemy ingredients I find in the shop down the street.”

      “About that...” Sava said. “Do you think I could just go buy them myself? The Hearthwood has the spare funds.”

      “This place seems remarkably good for cultivating,” Baroness Jynna said, taking a deep breath of the air. Even inside this chamber that smelled of sex and sweat, the air had an indescribably clean crispness.

      “I’ve heard there are rare weapons and techniques here in the Primordial World that can do the impossible,” Amisra added. “Like secret long-lost potions or artifacts that can take a peak wizard past the bottleneck to the sorcerer realm.”

      “We have those at home too,” I protested. The Sovereign of the Auquiallian Isles had reached the sorcerer realm through a pill that did much the same thing, given to her by the Cult of the Unblinking Eye.

      Nela placed a hand on my shoulder. “What they’re saying, Theo, is that we want to stay a little while. This is a rare opportunity for us.”

      “It’s dangerous here! And I’m going to be off rescuing Tivana, Sam, and maybe even Dean,”

      “All the more reason for us to be closer at hand. I know you said we can’t fight this battle with you, but you might need us yet.” Nela looked me in the eye as she wrapped her arms around the back of my neck. “And don’t worry about us on the streets here. We’re big girls, and Amisra’s been here before.”

      “Make sure you bring Tivana back in one piece, please,” Amisra added.

      “Yeah!” Eltiana pumped her fist in the air. “She might be your dorky little dual cultivation partner of a princess, but she’s our friend!”

      “And remember, if there’s anything you can use us for, call us.” Assyrus pressed a hand to her chest. “Ever since you outpaced us in cultivation, you’ve been protecting us. It almost makes me miss the days when you were just a heartwielder, and we were the ones protecting you.”

      A smile touched the corners of my lips. “Thank you. Know that I care for all of you very much. We’ll rent a room at the nearby inn, and I’ll leave an open Pocket World Passage back to the Hearthwood. The moment you’re all through and heading home, tell Mac to close it. I’ll just open a new one when I want to go home.”

      The girls all echoed their understanding and agreement, and soon I turned back to Emry.

      “Here we are! This is the paperwork that legally signs the Wubba Lubba Dub Dub Tribe of orcs over to you,” Emry explained as she pointed to a heaping pile of paperwork.

      “Quite the name these orcs have.” I tried to make some idle chatter while I scanned the paperwork. It seemed surprisingly formal. The Elven Star Dominion clearly had a much more developed legal system than in the World of Sanctuary and Serenity during my time.

      “Yes, it’s a truly awe-inspiring name.” Emry let out a wistful sigh of admiration. “I wish my clan had thought of such an incredible name. It has a profound meaning. Maybe only those who’ve broken through the Immortal Ascension realm can understand it.”

      I gave her a tight-lipped smile in reply, signing several sheets of paper before Emry presented a medallion to me.

      “This is your owner’s medallion. It’s identical to the one for Leahlash there, but this one has soul fragments from every orc of her tribe. You can use it to keep them in line. If they perform a deed worthy of great reward in the distant future, you can simply remove their soul fragment from the medallion and give it back to them to set them free.”

      “Thank you,” I said as I accepted the medallion. Emry led me down a set of stairs below her shop, where the less cooperative members of the Wubba Lubba Dub Dub tribe stayed in a set of cells. Leahlash followed along behind me. From the look in her eyes, she had terrible memories of this place. I wrapped a hand around her wrist to guide her forward, which seemed to ease her nerves.

      “Good news, Chief Wubba Lubba! You’re leaving this place!” Emry said, as she banged on a particularly sturdy set of cell doors. They let out a clang far deeper than what ironwood usually gave.

      There was a great heaping mound in the corner covered by a blanket, and until it moved, I thought it was a boulder. Then, the tattered old blanket fell to the ground, and one of the largest, most brutish-looking orcs I’d ever seen approached the bars.

      “Elf! I, Wubba Lubba, will not abandon my tribe. We have crushed many enemies together, and you might have been among them if not for your golems,” the massive orc said.

      Emry snorted. “I don’t think so. My clan far outmatches your tribe, Wubba Lubba. Now be good and say hello to the man who bought you and your entire tribe!”

      Wubba Lubba stared me down, and I met his gaze with my own.

      She turned to me for a moment. “Good luck getting him to fight for you, though. The only way I can think that’d work is if you bought some of those expensive compulsion enchantments or tried to refine his body into a puppet. But that’s a little cruel, even for my clan. So if you’re that kind of cultivator, don’t tell me, or I can’t sell anything else!”

      I chuckled. “Don’t worry. I have a simpler way to get him and his kin to fight for me.”

      The big orc blinked slowly, looking me up and down and taking my measure. I turned to address him.

      “Hello, Wubba Lubba. What Emry said is right. I bought your clan.”

      “Why?” Wubba Lubba demanded, voice coming out harsh and accusing.

      I turned to Emry. “You can go. I want to speak in private.”

      Emry shrugged and departed up the stairs back into her shop.

      When she shut the door behind her, I turned back to Chief Wubba Lubba.

      “I am prepared to free you and your tribe. All I need from you is to fight some spiders for me,” I said.

      Chief Wubba Lubba let out a hot breath halfway to a snort. “You speak orcish well. But you aren’t an orc. So why bother learning our tongue? As the elves say, it is the language of savage barbarians. Soon, the last traces of the old ways will be gone, replaced by the weakness of elvish civilization.”

      I shrugged. “What was your tribe doing before they captured you?”

      Chief Wubba Lubba let out another hot breath. “Mounting the skulls of a rival tribe on the stones surrounding our home. They dared to set foot on our hunting grounds, chasing prey that was rightfully ours. We’d fought a long and bloody battle. The elves knew we were weak, so that was when they attacked.”

      “What if I told you one day orcs would build grand cities, and tribes would put down their petty feuds in the name of mutual cooperation?”

      What Chief Wubba Lubba let out in response was definitely a snort. It was loud, grating, and made me wince when I heard it.

      “My traitorous daughter tell you that?” Wubba Lubba huffed.

      I raised an eyebrow. “No, she didn’t. And Leahlash isn’t a traitor. If she hadn’t begged me to come free you, I wouldn’t have ever cared to come to rescue you.”

      “She obeys the elves. Like an eager pup, she pleased them at every turn.” Wubba Lubba didn’t even look at his daughter, who scowled as she heard her father speak such ill words of her.

      “Chief! Father!” Leahlash said.

      Wubba Lubba stared his daughter down. “Are you this man’s pet now, too?”

      I shook my head and grabbed Leahlash’s wrist. “Come on. We’ll talk to your tribe’s elders. Perhaps they’ll help us where your father won’t.”

      But Leahlash pulled her arm free of my grasp. She stared at her father and growled.

      The next few seconds were an indecipherable mess of growling and snarling.

      Leahlash slammed her fists against the bars in a fit of rage. Her father grabbed the bars a moment later, pinching them together as they groaned and squealed. Eventually, they broke and splintered, revealing the durable metal-like stuff really was some advanced form of ironwood.

      He stepped forward, and I placed a hand on the medallion, ready to restrain Wubba Lubba if he tried to attack Leahlash. I’d never fought against someone at the Diamond Skin realm, but I hoped the medallion would let me weaken him for long enough to escape.

      But Wubba Lubba didn’t attack his daughter. A complete change overtook him, and he wrapped Leahlash up in a warm hug.

      I stood there confused a while before Chief Wubba Lubba turned to me.

      “Leahlash said you will keep your word. Me and my tribe will fight for you,” Wubba Lubba declared.

      I turned to Leahlash. Just what had she said during all that growling? I’d thought they’d been about to fight to the death. Leahlash said nothing, though, and I wasn’t about to second guess my good fortune.

      “Good. Let’s get the others. As a show of good faith, I will immediately return the soul fragments of anyone at the Bronze Realm or below. I won’t need them for the kind of enemies I’m about to face.”

      With Chief Wubba Lubba on board, convincing the elders to join our cause was easy. Besides them, there were only a few others in the tribe worth bringing into the Crystal Caverns. I’d have a team of around twelve Gold-realm body cultivators and one Diamond-realm. It was an impressive force, and the Wubba Lubba Dub Dub tribe could reign over large areas of the World of Struggle and Strife in my time with such a force.

      There were three hundred other orcs in Leahlash’s tribe. I freed them all and gifted them a modest sum of zeal crystals so they could find somewhere to stay and perhaps buy an airship to transport themselves out of this city hoping to find a way back to the World of Struggle and Strife or at least finding their own flying island to call home.

      That settled, I took Chief Wubba Lubba, the nine elders, and Leahlash down the armory, spending over ten thousand zeal crystals on weapons and equipment for all of them. It wasn’t the best of the best, but all of them received a set of serviceable equipment suitable for a body cultivator of their rank.

      “These will be yours to keep,” I explained. “Consider it payment for services rendered when all this is done.”

      Chief Wubba Lubba nodded in approval as he hefted a glowing mace of gigantic proportions. “You are more generous than any elf. I would give you my daughter in thanks, but you already have her.”

      “Fight by my side. That’ll be more than enough.” The orc chief and I exchanged a look, and I realized his respect for me had grown. From his gaze, he probably thought little of me as a warrior still, but I would prove him wrong when it was time to fight.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      We took the lift up to the Crystal Caverns. There was no one keeping watch over the entrance to the caverns just as before. The reason why was obvious to me now, though. The Crystal Caverns were a lure. There were little rewards in the form of weak zeal crystals scattered all around the entrance. The deeper one went, the greater the rewards became, but so did the chances that you would step through a space-time disturbance like what I’d experienced on my previous trip through the dungeon.

      When that happened, you’d be face-to-face with Timeweavers fighting in their home territory. Inside a space-time disturbance, their powers were more powerful than anywhere else. There, the Timeweavers could easily subdue their prey and lay their eggs inside of them. The adventurers coming here to strike it rich were like flying moths towards a flame. Or like flies towards a spider web.

      “On your guard,” I warned Leahlash and all the orcs. “We’ll be fighting spiders that use fate magic in here. I’m not sure if you’ve ever fought against fate magic users, but they are annoyingly difficult to put down. They can shift probabilities in their favor, and sometimes, even reverse the flow of time to undo wounds that should have killed them.”

      “They heal. Good. Just means I can bash them a second time,” Chief Wubba Lubba said as he hefted his shiny new demigod-level mace.

      We killed more than a dozen beetles as we stumbled around the Crystal Caverns. The orcs didn’t need to be told to smash the beetles to bits and steal the valuable crystals on their underbellies. If anything, I had to ask them not to pulverize the beetles too thoroughly because their shells were valuable as well.

      Finding a disturbance that would take us to the Timeweavers proved harder this time now that we were actually looking and waiting for one. We killed nearly thirty beetles, and the orcs had paid me back for all the zeal crystals I’d spent buying their equipment when it finally happened.

      It started as a feeling of wrongness deep in my gut. We were nowhere near that deserted city I’d seen before, but the transformation took us away, anyway. The lights emanating from the crystals on the walls flickered and shifted, and a low hiss echoed up and down the cavern. Everyone knew something had changed, but not what.

      “Look alive. That was one of the space-time disturbances I was talking about,” I whispered. “We’re in spider territory now.”

      The orcs straightened and took up battle postures. They’d been ready for a fight already, but now they were growling and had weapons raised over their head. Most of them looked downright eager for battle, including their chief.

      A single wizard-level Timeweaver sprung from hiding at our backs. It looked like it was going to attack us, but Chief Wubba Lubba turned and glared at it. With a huge grin on his face, he took his mace and waved it through the air. The concussive blast of air from his swung weapon was enough to knock the Timeweaver backward, and all the orc elders pounced on the temporarily stunned spider.

      The Timeweaver now realized how grossly outmatched it was, and it used its fate spell to reverse time and unstun itself, just as the elders started hacking its legs off.

      My opponent healed itself again, only to be hacked into chunks again. This repeated three more times before the spider died for good, no longer able to invest time to save itself.

      Chief Wubba Lubba snorted. “Thought you said these things were tough,”

      “They are,” I promised. “Don’t let your guard down just because the first fight was easy. There will be more to come.”

      I was surprised we only encountered a single Timeweaver when we entered. I would have thought our fight with them earlier would have put them on high alert.

      When we saw nothing else, we started backtracking our steps and headed back in the direction we’d come from. It wasn’t long before we found the tunnels changed, just like before.

      “There’s nothing here. Not even the beetles,” Leahlash complained. She had a shiny new axe in her hands, and despite her best effort, her father and the elders of her tribe had slain every enemy we’d come across before she could even test her new weapon.

      “We were just transported on a space-time distortion to another time and place where the Timeweaver spiders dwell. This is outside the Primordial World, so the Timeweavers will have the advantage here. Their fate magic will be even stronger than normal, so watch out for any tricks they might pull.”

      The orcs looked at me skeptically.

      “My grandmother believed in space-time distortions too,” one elder said.

      “They’re real!” I insisted. “And we just walked through one.”

      Soon enough, I was proven right when we came across a dense network of webs. I held a hand over the elder’s chest right before he stepped on a silk strand running across the pathway.

      “That’s a sensor web. It's used by the spiders to detect when something is inside the caves.”

      The elder and the rest of the party gingerly stepped over the web and any others we encountered. The cave seemed strangely empty as we traveled through it, though everything was well cared for. It was like the spiders had all rushed out of this place in a great hurry. Perhaps there was some powerful prey nearby, or they were still stirred up from hunting Sam, Tivana, and me.

      The sensor webs grew denser as we traveled towards whatever we were headed for, as did all the other webs around us. Overhead, the cavern ceilings grew higher, and I was seeing those floating nets suspended from the ceiling again. The area we were entering was looking a lot like the abandoned city Tivana, Sam, and I had explored.

      “Those are nests up above,” I told my companions.

      They immediately raised their guard, and not a moment too soon. Three wizard-realm Timeweavers sprung out at us.

      Fortunately, my orcs were more than their match. They lashed out at the Timeweavers repeatedly, crushing them into a thin paste smeared against the ground, then waiting for them to heal as they smashed them again. I had a brief moment to test my Dimensional Distortion spell when one of them launched a fate spell at me. It seemed to work as I’d hoped, at least against a single opponent at the wizard level. I still didn’t know how it would fare against a more powerful fate caster like the Timeweaver Queen.

      “Bodies,” Leahlash said, pointing to sacks of human-sized bundles dangling from the ceiling. Most of them looked long dead, but a few of them were fresher.

      “Help me cut them down. If there are eggs in there, Sava can brew them into potions for us.”

      The orcs had been reluctant to drink Sava’s potions, meant to protect against poison and fate zeal. At least, they had been reluctant until I added a little alcohol to the mix. Then they’d gulped the vials right down, one after another. To have more ready for us, just in case, I’d need to send more Timeweaver eggs back to the Hearthwood.

      We took down the first couple sets of bodies, which were long-dead mummified remains. Most of them were elves, though the only reason I could determine that was because their bodies instantly collapsed into puddles of zeal as soon as I got the spider silk off of them.

      Usually, that would reveal a cluster of long-dead Timeweaver eggs. Apparently, the maturation process wasn’t perfect, and the Timeweavers didn’t always get another batch of young from their prey. Sometimes both the eggs and their host died. I wasn’t sure why the Timeweavers left both hanging there. Perhaps it was part of some ritual or powered some aspect of fate magic like a ward? Or maybe it was simply sheer laziness.

      Whatever the reason was, their loss was my gain, and I was soon sending a hefty bundle of dead Timeweavers in the span of a few minutes. I was hustling now since Tivana and Sam might be under threat at that very moment, so throwing the old dead eggs was usually something I only spent a second or two on with each corpse.

      I’d cleared out the entire area in less than thirty seconds and was at the last corpse hanging in the air. This one was in particularly bad shape, and I grimaced as I saw its blistered, skinless face. The spiders had really done a number on this poor bastard. Why in the heaven’s name had they skinned him alive?

      There was an awful lot of zeal on him, too. So much so that at full power, he’d probably been a demigod. Hard to think that someone on the same level as Tivana’s mother could ever lose a fight, let alone have their body desecrated like this. That it hadn’t dissolved into a wisp and motes of dispersing zeal made tossing it away more tedious, but all the previous times I’d encountered a non-elven body, I’d just thrown the whole thing into my Dimensional Storage for my people back in the Hearthwood to sort out.

      Only this time, it wouldn’t go in. I tried to suck the body in, but my Dimensional Storage wouldn’t accept it. The only time I’d encountered an error like this was with...

      I tilted my head to look at the raw, skinless corpse.

      “Are you alive?”

      The corpse didn’t answer, but I pulled a few healing potions from my Dimensional Storage, as well as some of Sava’s latest iteration of zeal-replenishing potions. I poured them into the mouth of the corpse, and the alchemical concoctions fizzled out in an instant. Their power lingered there for a moment before it was utterly consumed, like a trickle of water soaking into a parched desert.

      “I guess you really are alive.”

      I turned to Leahlash and handed her a fistful of potions. “Feed him these while we walk. We can’t afford to waste much more time here, but we could use any more information he might provide.”

      But just as I turned away from the corpse, a cold, clammy hand wrapped around my wrist. Then a voice that sounded like it had died decades earlier spoke to me.

      “Theo... is... that... you?”
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      I froze in my tracks. I recognized that voice beneath the cobwebs and the croak of a parched man’s dry and crackling throat.

      “Sam?” I turned to the corpse. He was the right height for it.

      The only problem was I already had a Sam. I was here to rescue him. But he didn’t look like this. That Sam was... an empty bag of skin.

      Things clicked into place. No wonder this corpse didn’t have any skin on it. His skin was busy walking around without him.

      I knelt back down on the cold stone and grabbed the bottles I’d just handed to Leahlash before pouring them down Sam’s throat as rapidly as I could without him choking.

      The healing potions didn’t seem to visibly affect his condition. No matter how much power flowed into him, Sam’s flesh didn’t grow back. His skinless flesh took on a redder luster, which presumably meant he was healthier than before. I tried not to look too hard.

      I had a cloak in my Dimensional Storage, and I held it out to Sam.

      He stood with a slow stretch and a loud groan. His bones made popping noises as they ground against one another. I suspected it had been a long time since he stood.

      “Just a bit of zeal in me, and I’m feeling as good as new,” Sam said. His voice didn’t sound like that of a dead man anymore.

      I shot a look at his red, skinless flesh, and he corrected himself.

      “Well, almost good as new. I won’t be until I reunite with my clone,” Sam explained. “Speaking of, we need to move quickly. These spiders work fast. It’ll only be a matter of time before they have the other me strung up, just like I was. And worse, Tivana is with my other body.”

      “You know where your clone is?” I asked with surprise and delight.

      “Thanks to that fresh shot of zeal you gave me, I could use a set of fate spells I couldn’t have afforded until now. A lot of tricks are open to me that were not available before now that I no longer have to leech fate zeal out of the eggs in my stomach and can just drink a potion instead. Speaking of...”

      Sam reached into his stomach, parting the muscle strands there with nothing more than his fingers. He reached inside himself, rummaging around.

      I held up a hand to shield my eyes, and even the orcs looked pale and frightened at the sight. Chief Wubba Lubba turned and hid behind his daughter while the elders did their best to look anywhere except for the man reaching into his own guts.

      From his stomach, he extracted a pale, half-hatched Timeweaver spider. It was no larger than my fist, though that was still quite an enormous egg to be present inside of someone. Sam pulled four more such half-developed Timeweavers out of himself and tossed them on the floor.

      “Nasty little buggers,” Sam said as he stepped on one. It let out the tiniest little wriggle before it died completely. “But taking over their connection to the Timeweavers’ web of fate is what allowed me to get part of my soul out of here, so I guess they weren’t all bad.”

      “This is Leahlash and their tribe of orcs, the Wubba Lubba Dub Dub tribe,” I said by way of introduction. “Leahlash, Chief Wubba Lubba, and elders, this is my friend, Sam. He’s one of the people we came here to rescue and bring back alive.”

      “You sure he’s alive?” Chief Wubba Lubba asked. He was physically recoiling from the sight of my friend standing before them, more corpse than man.

      “Right... uh, just put on the cloak,” I said as I waved the cloak at Sam again.

      Sam put it on, and soon, all of us were feeling a lot better.

      “Alright, Sam. Lead the way.” I looked him over again now that he was no longer looking like a living ghoul. I reached out and pulled his hood up over his head, too.

      While Sam knew the general direction of his other body, he didn’t quite know the path to get there. That meant we did quite a bit of wandering as we tried to get from where we were to where we wanted to be.

      “Back down this corridor. There are two sorcerer-realm Timeweavers standing guard. They’ll pass in a few moments,” Sam said as he led us aside.

      “We could take them,” I offered. But in the end, Sam was probably right that it would be better to remain undetected for as long as possible.

      “There’s the exit.” Sam pointed further down the tunnel. “My other body must be outside. Unfortunately, there are a lot of Timeweavers out there too. Something really stirred them up.”

      “That was probably us,” I explained. “Our last rescue attempt had been a bit of a failure. You and Tivana were captured. I recruited my orc friends here to help fight the Timeweavers long enough for me to get you and her out of here. Encountering you was just a bonus.”

      “A fortunate coincidence then,” Sam explained. “And here I was, hoping that it would take Dean and me a few hundred more years to escape. Relatively speaking. Time doesn’t work properly in the Primordial World, and it’s even worse in this region of distorted space-time ruled by the Timeweavers. Their native dimension is a mess, and from the feel of space and fate in this area, they’ve pulled this region of the Primordial World partway there.”

      That certainly didn’t sound good, but my mind latched onto the one hopeful bit of news Sam had spoken.

      “You know where Dean is, too?”

      “I knew where he was. Whether I can find him again is a different story. If he hasn’t returned to the World of Sanctuary and Serenity, then he’s probably still here trying to find his own way out.”

      “Perfect!” I grinned. “If we can find him too, breaking out of here will be a snap.”

      Sam shook his head. “The portal nexus these Timeweavers possess is well guarded. The Timeweaver Queen herself is exceptionally powerful, and there are others in the central nexus just as powerful. However, they can’t leave the nest. I think they’re some sort of progenitors. Perhaps half-dead queens from a bygone era only kept alive by fate magic. They’re not a problem so long as we don’t go to the deepest level of the nest, but that’s the only reliable way out of this place unless we get really lucky with another space-time distortion.”

      “Your memories haven’t transferred between you and your clone?” I asked.

      “Not since the link I used to make him was severed. The two of us have been operating as separate entities. Why do you ask?”

      This version of Sam didn’t know about my Pocket World Passage. A smile spread across my face as I realized I’d get to show Sam everything I’d put on display for him before.

      “Don’t worry about getting home. As soon as we recover your other body, Tivana, and Dean, I can take us all back in the blink of an eye.”

      I expected more questions, but Sam knew this wasn’t the time or place. Instead, he smiled at me, which looked a little creepy without lips.

      “You know, I was a bit afraid these last few hundred years had distorted my perception of you. I feared my memory of you had grown larger than life. I’m glad to see I was wrong.”

      Then we turned back to the task at hand.

      There were two guards at the cave leading out of the Timeweaver nest. There was no sneaking by them without killing them. Fortunately, they were only wizards, so putting them down turned out to be relatively easy.

      I activated my Dimensional Distortion spell for a brief instant while the orcs charged them and bashed them to bits.

      “What was that?” Sam asked as he furrowed his brows.

      “Sorry, did that disrupt one of your spells? That was a spell I’ve been working on to disrupt Timeweaver fate magic,” I explained.

      “I’d love to take a closer look when all this is finished. For now, my clone is just ahead and to the right.”

      We left the Crystal Caverns, and the surroundings outside the mountain were the same as I’d seen them when I was here fighting the Timeweaver Queen recently. In fact, my fight with the Timeweaver Queen seemed incredibly recent.

      Bodies of Timeweavers were still lying on the ground, oozing fresh blood. It couldn’t have been more than an hour since they were killed.

      “It looks like your fight didn’t happen very long ago at all,” Sam said as he noticed the same things I did. “That was you, right?"

      I nodded. “The Timeweaver Queen was somewhere around here. We barely restrained it between you, me, and Tivana.”

      “You’re lucky you fought her out here instead of in her nest.”

      I knew the terrain best, so I led us carefully down the steps. The orcs fanned out, using their keen body cultivator vision to look for anything wrong with our surroundings. So far, they hadn’t spotted any Timeweavers other than corpses.

      “How far away now?” I asked Sam hopefully. We were nearing the side of the mountain where Sam, Tivana, and I had tried to make our escape through my Pocket World Passage. If the two of them were still here, then maybe the Timeweavers hadn’t even subdued them, despite whatever spell the Timeweaver Queen had hit us with at the end.

      “Not far, just--” Sam’s words suddenly cut short in his mouth as he sensed something in the distance.

      A moment later, I sensed it too. Hunched over two silk-wrapped bodies were the Timeweaver Queen and an entire army of minions. As I watched, she shoved something long and spindly into the larger of the two bundles. A large, lumpy egg squirted through it and into the sac.

      “Not again...” Sam mumbled as he clutched his stomach.

      I turned to the orcs I’d brought. “Looks like you’ll all get that real fight you’ve been looking for after all.”
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        * * *

      

      I quickly surveyed the army amassed around us. Things had turned from rosy to grim in an instant. For a second there, I’d started thinking we’d recover our lost friends without fighting the queen. That had been naive of me. All the corpses we’d found until now had eggs laid in them. And who else would lay the eggs except for the queen?

      In front of us, there were more than a hundred wizard-realm Timeweavers, as well as ten sorcerer-rank ones. Behind them was the Timeweaver Queen.

      It was still twilight overhead, and chips of stone and earth were still falling off the Timeweaver Queen’s back and tumbling to the ground. I sensed my own earth zeal in the earth around her. It looked like it had been mere moments since she’d escaped from my binding spell instead of weeks. That meant it hadn’t been long at all. Now, if only I could find Sam and Tivana...

      “Wubba Lubba, I need you to counter the Timeweaver Queen. Elders and Leahlash, I want you on the sorcerer-ranks. I’ll deal with the wizard-level Timeweavers, then find the people we’re here to rescue. Sam, how powerful are you feeling right now?”

      I looked him over with The Wanderer.

      Samuel Fateweaver (Early Sorcerer, level 41)

      He wasn’t anywhere near his peak level of strength, but he might be able to hold his own with a few of his remaining demigod tricks.

      “Strong enough to help,” Sam confirmed.

      “Then how about rescue duty? We’ll need you to save Tivana and yourself while the rest of us serve as a distraction. Just make it fast. I’m not sure how long the rest of us can hold off against a horde of Timeweavers this massive.”

      “Done.”

      Leahlash and the nine gold-ranked elders could match each of the ten sorcerer-rank spiders. They’d be at a disadvantage because this was the Timeweavers’ home territory, but they’d be better off than elven cultivators in the same situation. Body Cultivators didn’t have to deal with the world around them. They just needed their physical might and their well-honed techniques to fight at peak condition at all times. I trusted them to at least hold off the Timeweavers of equivalent strength long enough for me to help them.

      The Timeweaver Queen was a different story. As strong as Chief Wubba Lubba was, I didn’t think he was a match for this monster. She was in her native element, she had slightly higher cultivation, and she had that mysterious ability to transmute substances from one element to the next.

      As one, we broke from hiding and attacked. The orcs charged as soon as my orders were given, though whether or not they’d actually heard them was up for debate. The orcs ran at the enemies, screaming and with their weapons raised.

      They were even less organized than the orc horde I’d led with Yorik as Chief Blackgorge when I rampaged over Deania’s neighbors, leading the orcs on a pilgrimage that wiped out all the Hearthwood Clan’s enemies. There were no battle formations and no coordinated teamwork. There was no sense or reason to their chaotic battle lust. All I could do was point them in the right direction and hope they killed whatever needed killing.

      The elders engaged the Timeweavers like boulders rolling downhill. They smashed aside some of the wizard-level Timeweavers before bashing against their opponents with pure unguided aggression. Tremendous thumps and booms echoed down the mountainside as they cracked the stone beneath our feet and started a rockslide above and below us. Many of the wizard-level spiders failed to dodge the incoming rocks and were swept down the side of the mountain.

      Good. Every one that was knocked out of our way was one less I’d have to deal with myself.

      Leahlash was only slightly more reserved than her father and the elders. She scanned the crowd of Timeweavers and picked her opponent before running forward in a wordless battle cry to crush her enemies. Axe waving overhead, she brought it down on a two-headed Timeweaver. She cut a head clean off in one swing, but the other head cast a time-reversal spell and healed the wound in an instant, reattaching its other head and flickering through the air to attack Leahlash from behind.

      Chief Wubba Lubba headed straight for the Timeweaver Queen. I wasn’t sure if he was trying to follow my orders or if she just drew his attention as the strongest foe present. Whatever the reason, the force of his mace hitting her shell shattered the earth in all directions. The Timeweaver Queen screeched as her shell cracked under the blow, but she repaired the damage in moments. Soon, she was locked in a pitched battle with Chief Wubba Lubba. Hopefully, he could keep her busy for a minute or two.

      Satisfied that the orcs would serve at least as a temporary distraction, I started dealing with the remaining wizard-realm Timeweavers.

      Even with a few of them trampled underfoot or thrown off the side of the mountain, there was no shortage of Timeweavers for me to deal with. Several of them recognized me from before. For them, it had probably been mere minutes since I’d crushed so many of their kind. A few of them started gathering together, and I watched fearsome predatory stingers rise, all dripping with poison.

      I knew what they were up to in an instant. Half of them were going to cast probability-altering fate spells. The other half were going to sting me. Even if I defeated those that actually attacked me, the probability of manipulating spells would ensure I was stung all the same. While my body was tough, I didn’t think it could shrug off so many stings.

      Unfortunately for these Timeweavers, I had a secret weapon.

      As they cast their fate spells, I cast Dimensional Distortion.

      Thirty wizard-realm Timeweavers rushed me, and I swung Spell Eater in a wide arc, throwing an energy burst in a large sweeping line around me. Eight of the Timeweavers were cut in half right then and there. Then I pounced. My gravitational control ability made them slow. Their spindly legs could only barely hold them up when I increased the force pulling them down. Two stingers lashed out at me along with several bursts of thick webbing, but I vanished right in front of their eyes using Molecular Rearrangement.

      I thrust through one of the Timeweavers who’d been casting fate magic to no avail, then skewered three more of its kind on Spell Eater’s tip.

      My heavy boot came down on the back of another, crushing it. Two more attacked me, but I swung Spell Eater in an arc so fast that the bodies lining its shaft flew off it and slammed into the remaining Timeweavers, still desperately trying to get their fate magic to work. I’d set my hopes high on this spell after testing it a few times in the caverns headed here, but never had I dreamed that it would be this effective.

      By now, they realized something was terribly wrong. Not only had their attack failed, but I’d disabled their healing ability in one fell swoop. I hadn’t dared to dream that my Dimensional Distortion spell, tailor-made to counter these Timeweavers, would so effectively break their most powerful abilities.

      The Timeweavers themselves weren’t particularly strong. If not for the fact that they could reverse damage done to them, squishing them into paste would be easy. Even before this spell, I was dealing lethal blows left and right. The only problem was those lethal blows didn’t take. But now, every one of those lethal blows was the end of another opponent.

      All the remaining Timeweaver wizards scattered when they realized I was a foe they couldn’t beat. Some of them ran down the side of the mountain, others scattered back into the caves. I didn’t follow them. Instead, I turned to help the orcs in their battle against the sorcerers and the Timeweaver Queen.

      They were losing when I first spotted them. Two of the elders looked nearly dead, and several others seemed to be on their last legs. From the brief glimpses I’d caught of the fighting until that point, I’d seen the orcs deal many lethal blows to their enemies, only to have to do it all over again a few seconds later. Perhaps my presence would be more helpful there than anywhere else.

      I arrived and cast my Dimensional Distortion spell. The reaction was immediate. A wounded elder struggling to fend off a stinger suddenly found his opponent a lot more sluggish than before. He flipped the spider onto its back and drove a pair of spiked gauntlets into its multifaceted eyes. The sorcerer-level Timeweaver wriggled its legs, desperately trying to activate a fate spell that would ferry it to safety, only to find its own magic failing it.

      Similar reactions happened with the rest of the fights. Soon, the tides turned, and the orcs started winning and shoving the Timeweavers back. These were larger and stronger than the wizards I’d just dealt with, so I couldn’t crush them underfoot like before, even with their fate magic disabled. But I could still lend Leahlash a hand with Spell Eater, so that was exactly what I did. I charged forward, cutting off one of her opponent’s legs while she bashed it in the head with an axe.

      It reared back with its stinger, only for me to kick its footing out from under it. The monster let out a nervous hiss just as Leahlash bashed its head in with her axe.

      “Victory!” Leahlash held her axe in the air and roared, covered in the sickly green blood of her enemies. She reminded me a lot of Yorik. I would have to introduce the two of them to each other at some point.

      As soon as we defeated one of the Timeweavers, a cry to retreat went up around the rest. They started falling back to the cave, splitting up as they did so. That put many of them outside of the range of my Dimensional Distortion. Even some of the Timeweavers who I’d thought were certainly dead weren’t past revival when their comrades escaped my nullifying field.

      As much as I wanted to destroy the rest of these spiders and end the Timeweaver threat to the World of Sanctuary and Serenity once and for all, I wasn’t here to fight them. I was here to rescue my friends.

      So while the orcs turned to help their chief fight the Timeweaver Queen, I turned my gaze towards the silk-wrapped bundles the queen had been hunched over when we first arrived. Only they weren’t on the ground anymore. They were on a flying sword with Sam. He flashed me a big thumbs up and pointed to an island in the distance, flying there with all speed.

      I turned back to the fight. I had to buy him enough time to get out of range of the Timeweaver Queen.

      With all the orcs still able to fight piling atop the Timeweaver Queen, I thought the odds would be turning in our favor. We’d scored a tremendous victory against the wizard-level Timeweavers, who’d run scurrying to safety. The sorcerer-realm Timeweavers were only now figuring out what I’d done to them and had started spreading out. From here on, I suspected they’d support each other from a distance, mitigating much of the effect of my new Dimensional Distortion spell beyond purely defensive purposes.

      But I could still use it against the Timeweaver Queen. I arrived just in time to catch Chief Wubba Lubba, who was thrown backward with the force of a meteor. I was knocked right off my flying sword and sent skidding along the ground as I tried to stop his fall. Once I caught him, I flipped him over only to spot a massive wound in his stomach. The Timeweaver Queen had gotten him in the stomach at some point during their fight, and his skin was blistering and blackened.

      I set him on the ground, hoping Sava’s potion would save his life. I couldn’t open my Pocket World Passage to bring him to safety with the Timeweaver Queen right here. The risk to the Hearthwood was too great. She might not be able to go through the doorway, but a casual spell hurled through it by her could bring ruin and damnation to the entire forest. Who knew what a monster of this level was capable of outside of the restrictions of Primordial Space?

      I launched myself at the Timeweaver Queen, firing a quick burst of energy from Spell Eater’s tip before lashing out with a strike.

      The Timeweaver Queen tried to deflect my blow with fate magic, but I activated Dimensional Distortion to disable her defenses, and I scored a long slash along her side. Her gaze immediately turned towards me, and I sensed my hands grow hard and brittle. I realized my flesh was turning to stone beneath the spider’s gaze.

      I grit my teeth. I had a petrification spell of my own. I knew how this worked. To work on a body cultivator of my caliber in a place like this, the Timeweaver Queen’s spell had to be countless times more powerful than the version I was familiar with, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t block it.

      I focused on my skin, reminding myself what it felt like. I thought about how my hands should feel as they wrapped around Spell Eater’s handle. I thought about the muscles in my arm and the strength in my limbs.

      The petrification spell faded, and I let loose another slash. But two of the orc elders hadn’t been so lucky. Though they’d only been caught up in the attack by accident, the Timeweaver Queen’s spell had been too much for them to resist, and they’d been turned to stone.

      I activated my Dimensional Distortion ability again, using the nodes on my armor to flare its reach to its maximum. It stopped the petrification spell, but the Timeweaver Queen was on top of me instantly.

      The two groaning half-stone orc elders fell to the ground, unable to fight any further. After Chief Wubba Lubba fell, the rest of them wouldn’t last much longer.

      “Grab your wounded and retreat!” I yelled. “Scatter to the nearby islands!”

      I’d half feared the orcs wouldn’t know what a retreat was, such was their savage battle lust. But I must have underestimated them because the moment my order was given, they grabbed Chief Wubba Lubba and the petrified and wounded orcs before making a mad dash for the edge of the flying island.

      I would need to buy them a little more time, so I threw every spell I had at my disposal at the Timeweaver Queen.

      I used my mental defenses to distract her for a moment, then used Molecular Rearrangement to appear behind her. Earth Manipulation slowed her down, and stone crept up her legs to trap her like before. I rained blow after blow with Spell Eater’s tip on her thorax, using all my armor-piercing spells at my disposal and flaring Dimensional Distortion again.

      “You...” The Timeweaver Queen hissed, surprisingly on the defensive for the moment. I didn’t think I’d be able to hold her back even this long on my own. “...have a clever spell... dangerous...”

      And then I realized why she’d been letting me attack her. While I’d been desperately trying to do as much damage as possible, she’d been figuring out my defensive spell. Once she figured out how to get around it, I’d lose the advantage its invention gave me in the fight against these spiders.

      “Want me to explain how it works?” I offered teasingly.

      I landed on the ground thirty meters in front of her. My zeal was mostly spent from that brief barrage of blows. As a demigod-realm monster, I knew that the Timeweaver Queen could long outlast me.

      She was silent and didn’t attack, so I took that as an affirmative answer.

      “Well, it works on a truly intriguing principle. It functions on power beyond simple zeal. To create this energy, I first have to find a beautiful stranger, or maybe even an enemy. Up until now, that’s often meant a lovely elf woman. Then through wit, guile, and charm, I have to woo her, bed her and claim her for myself. This creates a mystical energy I call harem power, which I can channel into an incredibly powerful armor that twists fate, time, and the universe itself that ensures me and my women will always be victorious in the end, no matter how bleak things look. I can teach you to build a harem as well, but to do that, you’re going to need to stop eating your husbands. Let me start with the basics, first--“

      The Timeweaver Queen must have realized I was simply lying through my teeth to buy time. She reared up on her hind legs and launched a net of webs at me, larger and better formed than any of the other Timeweavers could do.

      “And that’s my cue to get out of here.” I used Molecular Rearrangement again to vanish and reappear far overhead. I grabbed onto Spell Eater and flew with all speed away from the island.

      Looking into the distance, the orcs were leaping off the island with all their might. They didn’t have flying swords, but their tremendous strength meant that they could simply launch themselves through empty space like a cannonball. The space between the islands had no gravity, so they would simply continue flying until they landed somewhere. If they survived, I’d be able to use their aura fragments to track them down one by one and pick them up.

      I headed to an island off to the right of the one Sam had pointed out, not wishing to give the Timeweaver Queen any clues as to where we were headed to regroup.

      I felt the air around me grow cold and stiff, transforming into stone under the power of the Timeweaver Queen’s transmutation ability, but I’d grown more accustomed to countering that power than ever and forced the air to stay air. Though she was stronger than I was, preventing her from changing something was far easier than changing it myself, and I kept her at bay.

      Suddenly, her image appeared in my mind, and I realized she used the same fate spell she’d hit us with before. I snorted. It hadn’t worked on me the first time. It definitely would not work on me now.

      I activated Dimensional Distortion, and at first, it seemed as though I had shrugged the power off. Switching to Spirit Sight, I saw strands of fate zeal striking my invisible barrier and dispersing into nothing.

      But then the Timeweaver Queen began pouring more and more power into her spell. To my alarm, I watched the fate zeal get through one barrier, then two, then four. Eventually, it struck my flesh. I felt myself fading and pulled back to where I was mere minutes ago and moments away from death.

      I grit my teeth. There had to be a way to defeat this spell. I wasn’t far from another island. It had no zeal on it, but now that I’d seen that zeal could create a ley line on Rainbow Island, I thought I could manage something similar. I focused all the remaining earth zeal into a tight ball, then flung that ball ahead of me.

      It sank into the nearby island, and suddenly the dead earth before me seemed magical and alive. I had an instant to admire it before I crashed into it at full speed, sinking into the ley line and vanishing.

      I felt the Timeweaver Queen’s power washing over me again, but I was one with the earth now. This island had sat here for ten million years, unmoving all that time. Who was she to tell it to return to a place it had never been?

      The fate spell broke, and I felt myself losing consciousness. I barely had enough wherewithal to pull myself from the stone before my strength left me.

      From my Dimensional Storage, I drank a handful of potions meant to cure Timeweaver venom and help heal wounds, and replenish zeal. An instant later, I slipped into meditation so deep it was closer to a coma.
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      A powerful presence in my surroundings awoke me from my recovery.

      I wasn’t sure how long I’d been out. With the damage I’d suffered in that fight, I was like a flickering candle in the wind, on the verge of being snuffed out. I’d recovered much of my zeal, and my body’s incredibly fast healing meant I was back in fighting condition. I still wouldn’t want to go into a fight, but I could do more than bleed everywhere if I did.

      I would have continued meditating to hasten my recovery, but when that powerful presence appeared before me, my body roused me from my slumber and went on high alert.

      How had it gotten so close to me so quickly?

      The feeling of visceral terror was like being in a warm, cozy bed, only to find you’d fallen asleep on top of a bear. My eyes sprung open, and I leaped to my feet instantly. Spell Eater was in my hands as I took in my assailant.

      He was a large man with bulging muscles and a leering grin. He wore only a decorative golden loincloth, but his beard was long enough to cover most of his chest. There was a wild, feral look in his eyes.

      I glanced at his hand to look at the weapon he was wielding. It looked like a stake the size of my arm, and there was something dead and ancient impaled upon its length. Whatever it had been had died and been cooked four hundred years ago. I gulped as I took in the wild man’s power.

      Human Spirit Cultivator (Late Demigod, Level 59)

      Known to you by the alias: Dean the Destroyer.

      Wait a moment...

      In a flash, the man appeared before me, moving too fast for even my incredible reflexes to keep up.

      “Theo!” the man shouted as he wrapped his arms around me.

      Slowly, and with wide and shocked eyes, I stood there silent and blinking.

      “It really is you! Sam was right! I can’t believe it! Hard to believe it’s been four hundred years!”

      Dean looked down at himself. “I should have put on some pants for our meeting. Haven’t worn any in a few hundred years.”

      “Never bothered?”

      Dean laughed. “I lost them in glorious battle fighting a big-ass dragon! Those were some nice jeans. Unfortunately, I was never able to get anything made like them again. It’s fine, though. They were starting to get a bit too tight for me.”

      Dean flexed his arms, planting a kiss on each of his biceps.

      “I see cultivation has been pretty good to you, too. You should swing by my home gym back in Deania. Sam set a few mountains stuck in the air. With some magic mumbo jumbo, we can store a practically infinite amount of kinetic energy in them. I just lift them up over and over again to give them a good charge. There’s this really cool trick where they can fly! Think about that, Theo! Flying mountains! Bet you’ve seen nothing like that, huh!?”

      I looked around at the flying islands around us, many of which had mountains on them.

      Dean pouted. “Alright, I guess it’s not quite that impressive.”

      Dean and I both laughed. It was the first we’d shared in more than four hundred years. It felt like little more than a year since I’d seen him last. But for him, though, it had been centuries. I was impressed that he could even remember my face.

      “You haven’t changed a bit, Dean.”

      Suddenly, Dean remembered the thing in his hands. He held the stick, and the blackened, rotting mass of something out to me.

      “I almost forgot! Here!”

      I looked at it skeptically.

      “What is this thing?”

      “It’s a fish on a stick, just like I promised! You didn’t come out of The Wanderer in the month we spent camped waiting for you, so I carried this thing out of the jungle. Eventually, I got a bag of holding for it and kept it in there, but I lost that in the fight with the Timeweaver Queen. Fortunately, I was able to save the fish! It’s a bit dry now, but I’ve been protecting this thing for four hundred years to keep my promise to you!” He reverently placed the stick in my hands.

      I stared at the four-hundred-year-old piece of meat. From the looks of it, the thing was halfway to becoming a fossil and definitely not something I was ready to eat.

      “I’m... uh... not hungry right now, but thanks anyway,” I said as I tucked it away in my Dimensional Storage.

      Dean blinked in surprise when he saw that.

      “Woah, Woah! Did you just put that thing away into a storage item? Any dimensional spaces that work in the Primordial World have to be incredibly rare and valuable. Can I see?” Dean cocked his head upside down, looking at my hand as though inspecting it for a ring. When he saw nothing, he prodded my belt.

      “It’s not an item. I’ll explain it all to you later. Where is Sam?” I asked.

      Dean pointed to the neighboring island. “Both Sams are there, along with my granddaughter, Tivana. Weird to think I have a granddaughter! She’s way more princess-like than any of my daughters! So pure and innocent...”

      I let out a weak cough. “Yeah... anyway, I’m sure they’re worried about me. Let’s head back and group up with them again.”

      Dean didn’t bother with a flying sword. He simply jumped like the orcs did, and space distorted around him. His combination of a spell and sturdy legs propelled him with incredible speed and force until he sailed across the empty void between flying islands.

      That would have been incredibly impressive and graceful if he had made the landing work. As it was, he plowed face-first into the distant island and rolled down the mountain before finally rolling to his feet.

      I simply took Spell Eater across. While a little slower, I didn’t arrive covered in dirt and dust.

      Tivana was on her feet by a fire, smiling in our direction as we arrived.

      “Theo! You’re safe! And honored grandfather, it is an honor for you to grace us with your presence once again,” Tivana curtseyed, which was a little tough when she was wearing armor instead of a dress, but Tivana made it look regal all the same.

      “Ha, see that, Theo! I tried to teach her mother to do that!” Dean grinned as he waved at Tivana. “It never took. But now I finally have the perfect granddaughter! I can finally leave Dean’s Awesome Land of Coolness in capable hands when I embark on another epic adventure! Or rather, I will be able to, as soon as I figure out how to get home.”

      I rested a hand on Dean’s shoulder apologetically. “I’m afraid your daughter changed the name to the Deanian Queendom while you were gone. And to be honest, I like that better.”

      “I guess it is a little easier to say...” Dean muttered, already trying his best to think of another name. Rumors of him changing the kingdom’s name every week were apparently not exaggerated in the slightest.

      “I’m glad to see the Timeweaver Queen didn’t stick you full of eggs, Tivana. I was worried. So, where’s Sam?” I asked Tivana as she tended the fire.

      Tivana pointed behind her, where there was a giant heap of boulders resting against the side of the mountain. From the looks of it, someone had chopped out chunks of stone with their bare hands to hollow out an artificial cave for themselves. It looked like the kind of place a caveman might call home, but somehow more primitive.

      “Uncle Sam is busy talking with Uncle Sam. It’s rather confusing to have two of them. They’re in Grandfather’s... temporary palace,” Tivana said.

      Dean clapped me on the back. “Let me show you my place! My women aren’t here to do any interior decorating, so it’s a little bare. But I built it myself all in just a couple of months!”

      Dean led me into the poorest excuse for a home I’d ever seen. An average heartwielder living in Deania had better furnishings than the lumps of stone Dean was using as chairs or the chunk of shattered tree trunk he called a table.

      “And that there’s the TV... don’t bother doing anything with it, it’s just a rock. I have to get somebody to enchant it, and that’s a bit hard out here.” Dean explained as he pointed at a couple of sticks lashed together in a square. “And over there, we’ve got the toaster. It’s the only thing I’ve gotten operational on my own.”

      I followed Dean’s gaze to a hole in the ground. To demonstrate, Dean pointed a finger at a piece of wood and began furiously rubbing it so fast it caught fire. The burning embers dropped into the hole, and Dean tossed in a chunk of something that no baker would ever dare call bread. It looked like it might be some sort of raw root, and the only thing that even approximated bread was the color. Dean broke it in half and tossed it into the burning pit, where it caught fire.

      Dean fished it out with his bare hands and presented it to me. “One of these and a couple eggs have been breakfast, lunch, and dinner. Camping was fun at first, but I’m missing the team of chefs the Bluefield Clan gave me when I declared them members of my kingdom. They could really bake. My toast is absolutely nothing compared to the dishes they could make.”

      I poked the charred, blackened piece of root. It flaked away and fell to the ground.

      “I’m sure going home will be a fun change of pace for you,” I replied.

      “Anyhow, Sam and his evil clone are fighting it out to see who’s the one true Sam. They’re in here...” Dean said as he shoved aside a giant rock. They littered the cave and served as doors to each individual room.

      “We’re not fighting, Dean,” the skin-bag Sam said as we entered the room. He and the other Sam were holding hands, and their fingers were merging together. The sight of skin-bag Sam slowly wrapping around blood and bone Sam was disturbing. “I know all of your clones have an existential crisis and try to kill the original, but I can talk to myself like a civilized person.”

      “What is going on with that?” I asked as I pointed to their merging hands.

      “Ah, this? Well, we’re lucky our souls haven’t diverged too much,” flesh and bone Sam explained. “We’re bringing our bodies and souls back into alignment and recombining. It’ll be tedious, but instead of centuries to return to full power, we’ll regain our strength almost as soon as we’re done.”

      “Fascinating,” I said as I leaned closer and watched them with Spirit Sight.

      “So, you’re going inside of him?” Dean looked disturbed at that thought. “Are you sure that isn’t... you know... a bit gay?”

      Sam groaned. “We’re both the same person, really. If anything, it’s masturbatory.”

      I coughed to clear my throat. If not for the fact that we were trapped in a pocket world in a fantastical universe filled with elves and other magical creatures, I would have thought we were back home, playing games and drinking beers.

      “I think we have more important things to talk about.” I pinched my temples between thumb and forefinger, desperately swinging my friends back to the task at hand. That had always been my role between the three of us, and it returned to me easily.

      “Right,” Dean said, remembering the problem at hand. “We have to kick those spiders’ asses before they invade the land of Dean’s Hideout for Cool Homies and Hot Babes!”

      “Sorry, you guys are too late to make that happen. I was just fighting these things in Deania before I came here. They started taking over the bodies of elves back home and using them to infiltrate the Fateweaver Society and the royal family. I have a room in The Wanderer that can figure out who’s a real elf and an imposter, but stopping these things from attacking in the first place would be much easier. But that’s beside the point. I need to bring the two of you home to defend the continent against the Cult of the Unblinking Eye and everyone else out to get us,” I said.

      Soon, I was launching into a complete explanation of everything that had happened from the moment I’d woken up. Skin bag Sam had already heard everything, but I needed to explain it all to his other half and to Dean.

      “Woah... dude, Theo! A ton of stuff happened to you. You know, you should write all that down and make it into a book!” Dean said.

      “Maybe I will someday,” I replied. “But for now, we have to make it out of this in one piece. Let me show the two of you something.”

      I opened up my Pocket World Passage. Skin-bag Sam looked at his other half with a smug grin. “Told you he could do that.”

      “Incredible...” flesh-and-blood Sam muttered as he looked at the open rift. “It’s a stable portal back home. And you can summon these things wherever you want?”

      “Damn, Theo. That’s a neat trick. It would have been handy to have the last few hundred years,” Dean said as he stared at the open gate. “Just what in the hell do you cultivate to be able to do something like that?”

      “It’s not one of my powers. It’s from the ship that brought us here, The Wanderer.”

      “I admit to being very impressed,” Dean said. “You think we could order takeout through here? Get some snacks? Maybe a real chair or two?”

      “Better than that, we can go home through this thing.” I pointed through the open passage. “I still need to run around and gather up the orcs who helped us with the rescue mission, but now that I’m here, we can just take this passage back home. No need to fight the Timeweavers for a way back.”

      “No way! I’ve been scratching my head to figure out how I would rescue Sam and beat those fuzzy-legged bastards back to whatever deep, dank, and creepy hole they spawned from so we could go home.” Dean’s eyes widened further at the possibilities, but he let out a long sigh. “I wish we could go home right away, but we can’t forget why we came here in the first place. If the Timeweavers have already started invading the world of elves, that makes the need even more pressing. We have to take this nest out at the source, or they’ll only become an ever-increasingly large problem.”

      I sat a moment in contemplation. As much as I wanted to bring my friends home right away, they were right. I knew as well as they did that the Timeweavers were a threat that had nearly destroyed the continent when it was most vulnerable, ambushing us when we were already dealing with the threat of a vampire attack and an orc invasion. If we let them live this time, they’d be back again to strike when we were even more vulnerable. We had to put an end to this threat once and for all.

      “You guys were right to come here. Those spiders have been causing problems for us back home.” I tapped my hand against my chin. Now that I was at long last reunited with my old friends, I wanted nothing more than to ditch this place and cut our losses before something terrible happened to us. The reason Sam and Dean had come here hadn’t changed. The Timeweavers were still a threat that would have to be dealt with, eventually.

      “You guys are right. Let’s go back to the Hearthwood. We can stay at my place for a few minutes while Sam gets back to full strength and Dean enjoys the comforts of home for a bit. By the time we come back, no time will have passed. At that point, we’ll be ready to deal with these spiders for good.”
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      Sam went back to the Hearthwood, where Mac could help the two distinct individuals merge faster through surgery. He still wouldn’t be at full strength until both parts of him became one, but access to the facilities there quickly brought him up to the Demigod realm, where he’d have an easier time going toe to toe with the Timeweaver Queen.

      Meanwhile, I spent the next two days chasing down orcs. They’d scattered in all directions with their wounded in tow after the fight with the Timeweaver Queen, and I’d need them for one last battle.

      Some of them had landed on the nearby mountains and were caring for their wounded there, but there were a couple who had terrible aim and missed the flying mountains they’d been aiming for. I’d found them rocketing through Primordial Space and flailing their arms hoping they could find something to latch on to.

      I caught up with them one by one and sent them through my Pocket World Passage for treatment back in the Hearthwood.

      “Thank you,” Leahlash said as I grabbed her by the ankle and brought her slowing to a stop. “I am now afraid of heights.”

      “Flying swords are a really useful invention. You should pick one up sometime. I’m sending you back to my home. The elves there will patch you up, and you can recover there.”

      Days of recovery turned to weeks. I kept a Pocket World Passage open to the Timeweavers’ region of the Primordial World, but I spent most of my time back in the Hearthwood with Mac, working on redesigning our nuclear power plants.

      “You’ve isolated more uranium, I see,” I said to Mac upon my return.

      [I’ve drawn most of what I could from the surroundings, but truthfully, most of the best supply is from the breeder reactors. I imagine there’s enough for another dozen power plants, though from what you’ve said about these Timeweavers, I think you have another use in mind.]

      Mac and I chatted for a while. I lifted the veil on old schemes. There was a lot of work to be done, and what we were building would take all of our combined knowledge.

      Until now, I’d done this project mostly in isolation with just me and Mac. Until then, I’d forgotten that I wasn’t alone. I had Sam, Argona, Sava, and countless other brilliant minds, all eager to pitch in when I explained everything to them.

      “Oh... oh!” Argona said in surprise as she looked at the detonator in the device I was building. “So that’s why you built that giant mechanical clock! We can’t put a zeal-based timekeeping enchantment inside the device without detonating it! It’s the crucial key to the puzzle!”

      “Ahem... yeah... I definitely planned that far ahead.” I grinned sheepishly. It just so happened that my little pet project from months ago saved us from weeks of work trying to create a workaround.

      We were hunched around my latest rework of Spell Eater, though I couldn’t even be sure this could be called one of my trusty spears anymore. This version was nearly as wide as it was long. The handle was lined with feathers that would keep it flying straight and true if dropped, and the large tip would strike whatever was beneath it.

      In short, this version of Spell Eater looked more like a bomb.

      I wasn’t comfortable doing this at first. My morals prevented me from contemplating the thing I was planning, but at this point, I was realizing we didn’t have any other choice. The Timeweaver Queen had beaten me twice and beaten Sam and Dean so badly that Sam nearly died. It was a foe we couldn’t afford to fight in direct combat.

      But her young were the reason she was sending her spiders to our world to invade us. She wanted to set them up with a nest. While we had killed a few of those prospective new queens when we were there, that was nothing more than a temporary solution. To end the Timeweaver threat once and for all, we had to wipe out the nest completely. And putting all of our heads together, there was only one way I could think of to do that.

      The explosion Mac and I had used to deal with my robot clone had been small, dirty, and inefficient. This version was going to change all of that. Before, we’d been relying mostly on our ability to squeeze the fissile material with our bare will. That wasn’t enough for the kind of reaction we were trying to generate this time.

      Things would have to be precisely timed, and nothing could go wrong.

      “I will do the final assembly on my own,” I told Argona, Sava, and the others gathered around me. “I’m the only one who can handle these things without harm.”

      “It’s not as painful as brushing up against raw iron,” Argona grumbled, but she was already out the door. We’d already had this conversation, though, and she knew the risks. One of her assistants had been working with my tools last week and wound up with mysterious blisters on her arms.

      Fortunately, they were treatable, but I shuddered to think how much worse the damage would have been if Argona tried to handle anything from my reactor herself. Someone of her low cultivation level just didn’t have the resiliency to work with highly radioactive material. I’d had a few unfortunate lab explosions already, and one time I even lost a finger. For anyone else, there wouldn’t be anything left of them but a smear on the ground after something like that.

      Fortunately, my finger regrew in a couple of seconds, and I could get back to work. Soon enough, all the pieces were in place, and the latest version of Spell Eater was more dangerous than ever.

      “...Except, you’re not exactly a Spell Eater anymore, are you...” I muttered to my creation. “More of Island Eater, really.”

      Long projections shot out of the sides of the weapon. When activated, it would project an even more powerful Dimensional Distortion field in all directions. Based on the tests I’d done with Sam, it would be more than enough to knock out any fate-based defensive spells the Timeweavers might be using to protect themselves. At which point, the actual explosion would ensure my people were protected from them forever.

      I emerged from The Wanderer to find Sam and Dean waiting for me.

      “You done in your mad scientist laboratory?” Dean asked me. He’d been touring the Hearthwood with Comela to guide him while I was busy. My daughter had initially been quite thrilled to meet such a renowned warrior, but had been consistently disillusioned by my old friend. Recently, I caught her whispering with Argona and wondering if I’d made sure he was the real thing. They had a tough time matching the regal and respected founder of Deania with the odd man before them.

      “I’m done. Have you two finished your preparations as well?” I asked the two of them.

      “My spells are ready,” Sam said. “I thought we could try one of the fine places you have here in the Hearthwood before we go? Perhaps we could talk over the plan one more time?”

      Dean nodded along. “After staying here a while, I’ve realized my bread was terrible. Let’s get something real to eat!”

      The three of us headed over to the same restaurant I’d taken Tivana to not long ago. Like Comela, she was realizing her honored and respected grandfather was a bit more eccentric than the Deanian Queendom publicly admitted. She and Comela had formed something of a support group for each other.

      “You know, I’m something of a scientist myself,” Dean said as he drank down a beer the size of his head in one gulp. “I used to have this airship I conducted experiments on. There was a book of hundreds of different positions you could take. Elves are incredibly flexible, so me and my women were--”

      “We know all about your book, Dean,” Sam sighed.

      “I wonder what happened to that airship...” Dean muttered. “It was a good one. All you had to do to fly it was push this big red button, and it would go wherever you wanted it to.”

      “Your granddaughter, Baroness Jynna, has it now. Don’t worry, she’s taking very good care of it. She loves the thing very much,” I replied. That soon had me launch into talking about my trip with her.

      “Man, Theo, you know my grandkids well. I feel a bit bad that I didn’t even know their names until now.” Dean ran his hand along the back of his neck sheepishly. “You seem to know them all really well. How is that?”

      “Ah...” I chuckled awkwardly. “That’s a story for another time. Tonight, we drink to ourselves! Finally, back together again!”

      “Hear hear!” Sam joined in cheers, helping me distract Dean from his current line of questioning once again. My relationship with Tivana had come up a few times, but until now, I’d dodged the topic.

      “To new times to be had with old friends!” Dean grinned as he clapped his cup against ours.

      We laughed, joked, shared stories, and drank the night away.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, I summoned the Wubba Lubba Dub Dub tribe for a meeting with me.

      “Leahlash, Chief Wubba Lubba, I hope you all found your stay here comfortable. Now that you’re recovered, I have a proposition to make you all. I’m prepared to return your soul fragments. That will happen regardless. After that, you’ll be free to do as you please. I can return you to the Primordial World where I found you, or I can bring you to the World of Struggle and Strife where all the orcs live. I have to warn you, though, if you choose the latter, it won’t be the World of Struggle and Strife you remember. Orcs are ruling themselves these days, but the days of feuding tribes are gone. Well, mostly gone.”

      The Blackgorge Tribe and the Yellowmountain Tribe had very much been in a feud when I took my trip to the World of Struggle and Strife, but most of the orc world was far more civilized than Leahlash, and her kin would remember. Parts of the World of Struggle and Strife were even more developed than the World of Sanctuary and Serenity. They were in for quite a culture shock if they wanted to return home.

      “There is more,” Leahlash said, waiting for me to continue.

      “Or you can fight for me one more time. Help me put an end to the Timeweaver threat once and for all. Anything you can find in the Crystal Caverns will be yours to take, and I’ll go to great lengths to ensure you’re comfortable wherever you decide to live.”

      The orcs turned to one another, muttering and discussing among themselves. Eventually, the obvious questions came up, like what role they’d play in my plan and how dangerous it would be. Their previous fight with the Timeweavers had been quite risky, and if they hadn’t been hardy body cultivators, they would probably have lost half their number. Thanks to Mac’s medical knowledge and their own sturdy constitutions, they’d only lost one elder instead of most of them.

      I didn’t lie to them. This next fight would be just as dangerous as the one before. But I was prepared to arm them even better than I had before, though, and I had plenty of powerful monster meat to share. Between that and the food from the Hydroponic Farm, the orcs had been living better than they ever had before, and a few of the elders had seen improvements in their abilities that had been stagnant for centuries. In short, they were feeling stronger than ever, and those who’d been bested by the Timeweavers were all the hungrier to prove that they wouldn’t be defeated so easily a second time.

      In the end, their hunger for battle won out, and they agreed to attack the Timeweavers with me, Sam, and Dean.

      “Thank you all. You don’t need to take them all down. Just serve as a distraction while the three of us head to the heart of their mountain,” I explained.

      With the orcs settled on the plan, I turned to Argona, who would supervise the reactors from here with Mac. Tivana would serve as a rearguard after Sam, Dean, and I guarded our escape route and keep careful watch.

      Eltiana, Assyrus, Nela, Yorik, and Sava were all present as well. Originally, I’d been hesitant to involve them at all. I’d seen how quickly I’d wiped out the wizard-level Timeweavers in the Primordial World and knew the Timeweaver Queen could wipe my women out just as fast.

      “We know the risks, Theo,” Assyrus explained. “But truth be told, now that we’re wizards and you’ve conquered everything in sight, there aren’t many enemies for us to fight! We were the defenders of the Hearthwood long before you arrived and made it into what it is. For me, the whole reason I worked hard to attain greater strength was so I could protect my people. This is it, Theo. You’re protecting the people, and I want to help.”

      “Yeah! Let’s steal some eggs so Sava can make me more really great poison too!” Eltiana yelled.

      “We can hold the rear with Tivana if you like,” Nela said. “But we will help you, like it or not.”

      “The Wubba Lubba Dub Dub Tribe is fighting for you,” Yorik said. “The Blackgorge tribe should as well.”

      “You heard them, Theo!” Sava laughed. “We’re all in this together again.”

      Knowing there was no point in resisting when so many of my women were teamed up against me, I finally agreed.

      “Alright then, let’s do this together.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      I’d left a Pocket World Passage open in Dean’s cave back in the Timeweavers’ region of the Primordial World. It had stayed under careful guard all this time with Mac ready to close it at a moment’s notice, but nothing had tried to come through, so we’d been able to leave it as it was. Eltiana, Nela, and Yorik had taken turns keeping watch over our outpost there to watch the Timeweavers. They rarely left their island.

      According to Sam, the further from their island a Timeweaver got, the closer the area got to regular primordial space. The Timeweavers liked their nest because of the space-time distortions that made their magic increasingly easier to cast. The power only stretched so far, though, so the spiders hadn’t bothered to do more than extend a few silken strands to the nearby islands and start slowly hauling them over to Rainbow Island.

      “I guess now we know who made Rainbow Island,” Assyrus said when we realized what was happening. “The spiders are the ones who build it up the massive, sprawling rock we visited in the future... well, our past. Heavens above, time travel is confusing.”

      “Don’t get me started,” Dean groaned.

      “It’s often better to think of the various iterations of Primordial Space as different places altogether. Different dimensions, if you would. What happens in one will affect the others, but it’s more like quantum linking than cause and effect. Destroying an island might mean it was destroyed long ago in some of the other iterations, or it might do nothing. You can think of each epoch of civilizations in the Ten Thousand Worlds as having its own dimension. Though we think the time of the Elven Star Dominion is long gone, to the Primordial World, they were around just yesterday, so we get thrown into the same iteration of the Primordial World. Ancient creatures like the Timeweavers come from a different dimension of the Primordial World altogether, and it takes a space-time disturbance to travel between the two.”

      Dean turned to Assyrus. “Don’t worry, you don’t need to understand it to smash some spiders.”

      We returned to the Primordial World in force. Leahlash led the Wubba Lubba Dub Dub tribe in first. Their job was merely to draw the Timeweavers out of their nest, so they could go in without any secrecy or cover at all.

      To get across, we were taking a whole array of flying swords and one massive flying platform. I’d fetched Tim’s old flying box out of storage. I used to think flying such a big and bulky thing through the air was a massive waste of power, but now that I was a sorcerer myself, the expenditure didn’t seem like much anymore.

      Tivana had the platform flying even faster and easier than I got it in the air, and it soared over the chasm with my women and the orcs on board. According to the plan, Tivana and my women were just supposed to guard the platform and flying swords so the orcs could safely escape. Unless something went wrong, they wouldn’t have to fight at all. Despite the plan, I could tell from the shifting in their steps and the way their hands clutched their weapons that they were just as hungry for a fight as the orcs were.

      While they flew on the platform and a handful of smaller personal flying swords, Sam, Dean, and I headed for the bottom of the flying island.

      I whispered into Spell Eater, and the same mechanism that allowed Mac to send power through the weapon allowed him to speak to me in the Primordial World.

      “Keep in touch, Mac. I want to make sure everything is going to plan on the orcs’ front.”

      Mac quickly relayed everything he could sense with the scanner, looking through my Pocket World Passage.

      The orcs had caught the attention of the Timeweaver guards standing outside the nest. If there was one thing Leahlash and her tribe knew what to do, it was to get someone’s attention.

      They started heaving rocks and boulders at the cave entrance, making a thunderous noise.

      “Spider! I want a rematch!” Chief Wubba Lubba demanded. I doubted the Timeweaver Queen spoke orcish, considering she only barely spoke elvish, but if she did, she’d be able to hear the insults and obscenities the Wubba Lubba Dub Dub tribe were hurling at her from outside no matter how deep into her nest she was.

      The guards at the entrance retreated out of sight of the orcs, and the orcs tried to start a fire at the entrance to smoke the spiders out like they were chasing away some common bear. Tivana continued to guard her post, but Sava, Assyrus, and Eltiana disembarked to help light the fire and help to lure the Timeweavers out with a few jeers of their own.

      The Timeweavers were intelligent opponents, though, and they knew when they were being baited. To my growing trepidation, Mac reported sensing Timeweavers exiting from some secret second entrance higher up the mountain and circling around the underside to attack the flying platform.

      They remembered how we’d gotten away from the last time. They thought of my women and the orcs as nothing more than a means to breed more of their own kind, and they didn’t want to let them escape again, so they were swinging about to cut off their escape.

      Unfortunately for them, Tivana and Yorik were still standing guard. The group sent to cut off the advanced party’s escape was stopped dead in their tracks by the two of them.

      The Timeweavers had sent out two spiders at the sorcerer realm and ten at the wizard realm, thinking that would be more than enough to take my two remaining women by surprise.

      But Sava and Tivana were ready for them. As soon as they spotted their enemies, Tivana reached to her side and withdrew her sword of murky blue metal. Spatial zeal instantly accumulated down its length. The shifting and shimmering distortions made the blade take on a brighter luster, and when the first Timeweaver showed its head, she greeted it with an overhead swing of her sword that sent a cut ten meters ahead of where she stood.

      At first, the strike seemed to have done nothing, but it was so quick and so clean that the Timeweaver didn’t even know it was dead until it tried to move and found its own body sliding apart moments later. An instant later, the other sorcerer-level Timeweaver used a fate spell to bring its companion back to life, but that only meant that it would have to deal with Tivana’s next attack all over again.

      Meanwhile, Sava chugged down three potions as quickly as she could. All three were six-star potions of immense value, but since Sava brewed them herself, she wasn’t shy about using them. The first made her body resistant to the influence of fate magic by flooding it with fate magic ahead of time, collected from the remains of countless Timeweaver eggs.

      The next was a potion meant to heighten her strength and reflexes to the peak of her abilities. I was surprised to note her power grow, and Mac said that in an instant, she began to read as though she were a peak wizard based on his sensors instead of someone who only became a wizard recently. Her third potion filled her up with nature zeal, ensuring that her reserves of power also matched that of someone at the peak of the wizard realm.

      The wizard-rank Timeweavers were nearly on top of her by then, but ever since that accidental interaction with Dean’s spatial zeal during her mage acolyte ascension ceremony, Sava had always possessed a slight affinity for spatial zeal second only to Tivana’s family. The moment the Timeweavers were on top of her, she blinked out of existence and reappeared a safe distance away. The Timeweaver wizards tried futilely to bring her back with their fate magic, but Sava’s potion prevented that.

      Then, strategically placed seeds grew with incredible speed and vigor. The rocky side of the mountain was bare and rough, not like the rich and grassy farmland around Rainbow Mountain in our iteration of this place. Sava had changed that with carefully planted seeds from the Hearthwood sewn into the ground with zeal crystals to make up for the lack of zeal here.

      Strands of grass and tall trees shot from the ground, instantly changing the battlefield so that the area more closely resembled the Hearthwood forest than the bare land of the mountain moments ago.

      The wizard-realm Timeweavers charged after Sava, but the forest worked to her advantage, wrapping around the bodies of the spiders and trapping them in place long enough for Sava to teleport into a tree overhead and drop a vial of something thick and viscous, which smashed atop a Timeweaver and dissolved its flesh away with incredible speed.

      Three more vials followed soon after, and each of the Timeweavers struck let out a shrill scream like air escaping through the lid of a boiling pot. They tried to save themselves with their fate magic, but there was already so much of the viscous and deadly fluid on their skin and on the ground around them that after being healed, they only found themselves in agony once again.

      Tivana took down both of the sorcerer-realm Timeweavers through the much more traditional method of cutting them in half again and again until eventually they collapsed to the ground and could not revive themselves further.

      Towards the mouth of the cave, the Wubba Lubba Dub Dub tribe, Yorik, Eltiana, and Assyrus were also under attack. Ten sorcerer-realm spiders appeared, and leading them was the Timeweaver Queen. Just as planned, as soon as they spotted her, they pulled back. Chief Wubba Lubba cautiously engaged her, drawing her from her nest and out in the open. She was the only one who could stop what Sam, Dean, and I planned to do, and now that she was out, it was our turn to move.

      While Sava and Tivana had been busy fighting, I’d been drilling a hole up through the underside of the flying mountain. I flooded the ground above us with earth zeal, sculpting it into a tall shaft that carried us deep into the heart of the mountain.

      Sam directed us with a pair of fingers pressed to his temple. “I sense the center of the nest is that way. Once we destroy it, the spatial distortions will end, and this entire area will become a lot less hospitable to these things.”

      After several long minutes of drilling, we emerged in a dim, murky chamber. To my surprise, it was the old city that I found with the adventuring party when we went exploring in the Crystal Caves.

      “That way!” Sam pointed to an enormous structure in the heart of the spider city.

      We took Spell Eater up and around, and to our sides, Timeweaver spiders were scurrying to rally a large enough number to stop us.

      “Incoming fate spells!” Sam warned us as more than a hundred wizard-realm Timeweavers formed together in a strange dance, combining their energy to hurl a truly enormous spell in our direction.

      Fortunately, a hundred wizard-realm Timeweavers joining together was still less than the raw power the Timeweaver Queen could throw our way. I was confident that my Dimensional Distortion would completely block their attack, and they proved me right when their assault dissipated to nothing the moment it struck my barrier.

      “I’ll take care of them!” Dean shouted as he jumped from Spell Eater, axe held high overhead as he landed on the ground like an angry ape and hollered a wordless battle cry before slashing wildly at the mass of Timeweavers, who were far too slow to dodge.

      Sensing that he could never take out so many enemies fighting them one at a time, Dean changed tactics. Storm and spatial zeal flared around him as he stood on one leg and spun. That spinning stirred the air in the chamber, and the spider webs torn from the ceilings and wall revealed a building tornado spiked with invisible blades of spatial zeal.

      “Ha! You Timeweavers are no match for the first technique among my ultimate series of ultimate moves, the axe-nado!” Dean shouted as he twirled about the room like a natural disaster.

      “That should keep them off of us for a while.” Sam pointed deeper. “Let’s end this.”

      We finally arrived at our destination in a nest that hadn’t been there when I’d seen this place last.

      Unlike the others, the webs covering this one stretched from the floor to the ceiling, and they illuminated the entire structure with a dull purple light. With Spirit Sight, I could sense some powerful force brewing within, like a fire burning just beyond my senses.

      I sensed the earth above and below it and realized it was pulling in part of the Primordial World and using it as fuel to create the spatial distortions that brought us here.

      “We should plant it here,” Sam said. “This is an energy conversion core. Primordial aura is innately flexible and can become almost anything. Cultivators like us like to turn it into zeal. Others, like these spiders, need something else. If we destroy this, it will force any Timeweavers that survive to flee this place and they will never attack our world again.”

      I reached into my Dimensional Storage and withdrew the special iteration of Spell Eater we had created, tucking the one we’d been riding back in. I hurled it forward with tremendous strength, and the bulbous tip impaled the side of the energy conversion core with a thud, sticking out of it and lighting with a faint, dull glow.

      “We’re going to want to be out of here!” I yelled. “Mac should have already told the orcs and Tivana’s team to retreat. It’s time we made ourselves scarce as well!”

      “Agreed. Dean!” Sam shouted at our companion. His axe-nado was starting to wind down now, but that didn’t stop him from continuing to twirl in place like a ballerina with an axe.

      “Coming!” Dean groaned. “Ugh. I forgot how dizzy that one made me.”

      We hopped down the hole we’d used to enter. I pointed myself headfirst down its length and opened one of my spare Pocket World Passages, keeping the other in place so that my women could flee as well. As soon as the passage was open, I spotted Eltiana entering The Wanderer. She flashed me a big smile and a thumbs up for a job well done. Behind us, a thunderous explosion began deep within the mountain. An explosion of enormous proportions began. In an instant, the mountain split in two. Fire shot from its top like a volcano, and the solid stone turned to molten magma. The entire area around us grew hot, and the three of us landed within the Pocket World Passage just in time to come to a complete stop.

      I picked myself up off the ground, chewing up a face full of dirt.

      “That! Was! Awesome!” Dean laughed. “Ha! See, Sam, four hundred years, and we never did anything that cool! I told you as soon as Theo woke up, it would be just like old times.”

      “Better than old times,” Sam chuckled. “After all, this was the first time we nuked a city full of time-traveling spider monsters. How are we going to top that?”

      “I’m sure we’ll find a way,” I said, joining in on their laughter. “Come on, you two. I didn’t get the chance to give you a tour of my place together. Let me be the first to welcome you guys home.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      The first thing Sam, Dean, and I did when we got back to the Hearthwood was head out for a beer. And when I meant a beer, I didn’t mean a mug. To get even a tiny bit tipsy, everyone at our cultivation level needed to drink an entire barrel of the house's most potent brew. They were a bit unwieldy to drink indoors, so we headed north and found a nice mountain peak. Dean chopped off the top with his axe to make a nice seat, and we sat back to enjoy the view.

      I had Mac print up a board game I liked to call Settlers of the Hearthwood. It was a completely original board game created by me, and the three of us were giving it thorough testing as we drank and caught up on old times.

      “This is good stuff!” Dean said. “Normally had to go abroad to get something this strong.”

      I grinned as I took a long sip from my bubbling barrel of beer, draining half of it in one fell swoop.

      “Hurry up and finish your turns!” Sam pointed at the board as he reorganized his cards, clearly having something big planned. He’d been doing rather well every round, which had me and Dean suspecting he could use fate magic to read our cards. At least until I started using my Dimensional Distortion spell to protect them. Now Dean was the one on the back foot, so he’d drawn a massive kingdom outside the board and claimed it. He discovered new lands, and that they were his.

      “Alright, alright,” I laughed. “Now, I’ve got two tribal matriarchs on the ropes. The only question is, do I conquer them or add them to my harem?”

      “Definitely harem them. Not sure why you bothered adding the other options. You can integrate their forces with your own with no resentment from their tribe and instantly get another powerful piece on the board fighting for you.”

      “Harems are overpowered!” Dean said, words slurred. The more he’d started losing, the more he started drinking.

      I chuckled. “Then the game is accurate to real life, just as I hoped.”

      The game went on a lot longer than I initially planned, and we sat on that mountaintop playing, laughing, and joking for several days. Not that such a small amount of time mattered to us anymore. The cool wind along the top of the mountain was nothing more than a crisp breeze. A few weeks like this were no worse than a few hours at the gaming table back when we’d been human instead of the magical beings we were now.

      Eventually, I started filling in Sam and Dean on what had happened in their absence. Sam had heard most of this already, but Dean was growing increasingly furious at the news of what the Cult of the Unblinking Eye had been up to, and especially the part where his own daughter had tried to summon a vampire goddess from another world.

      “Little Ashanel has always been a troubled girl. She always wanted to be a powerful cultivator like me and some of her other siblings, but she simply didn’t inherit any talent for it. I tried to tell her True Mage was a fine accomplishment for any elf, but I guess she didn’t believe me,” Dean’s face soured. “Maybe it was my fault. I shouldn’t have praised her sister Lyanva for reaching the wizard realm when she was there to watch.”

      “Can’t blame yourself, Dean.” Sam rested a hand on his shoulder. “I was close to her as well. We were lucky Theo was here to stop her before she did something irreversible. Besides, you know how those vampires are. Once they get into your head, they can turn a tiny bit of trust into absolute devotion. Perhaps once we purge this vampire goddess from her mind, she’ll go back to normal.”

      “Maybe.” Dean let out a heavy sigh.

      I turned the conversation back to happier topics and the game in front of us. To give Dean a fighting chance, I declared the made-up land outside the board he’d created to be real and had Mac send us over a bunch of extra pieces for it. That suddenly turned Dean from last place to first, and Sam and I had to temporarily put aside our differences to beat him back.

      Dean had optimized little of his territory, though, so eventually, Sam and I could overcome his forces. Then it was just Sam and me again. He held the upper hand at first, but I left an obvious point of attack to lead him into the heart of my territory, then captured all of his most powerful cultivators in an ambush.

      “I think that ends it. I fold,” Sam said as he tossed his cards down on the table. “You always were the best at strategy games. I thought for sure that I had gotten better over the last few hundred years.”

      “You have,” I assured. “I’ve just gotten better a lot faster.”

      While Sam and Dean had solved plenty of nation-spanning problems over the last few centuries, they’d never led a real campaign, just squadrons of elite warriors who could cut through an enemy nation or clan in a single night. In contrast, my experiences had required me to call on all the aid I could and manage logistics and tactics. Despite the extra centuries they’d had, I’d gotten more experience.

      Truthfully, as they recounted their tales from the last few hundred years, I was growing rather jealous. Their lives had been relatively quiet and peaceful, and they were protected by elves in the wizard realm as soon as they appeared in this world. They’d had all the resources money could buy to get to True Mage, and even then, they didn’t make any trouble their women couldn’t bail them out of. In contrast, my life had been one bitter struggle after another until the orc invasion, when things had started going better for me.

      We were debating starting another game when the outside world came knocking again.

      A powerful force swept over us all, and for a moment, I thought we were under attack.

      “Sam!” the voice called, feminine and fuming. I calmed down when I heard it. That was the voice of Anya the Seer. Melise’s teacher and Sam’s old lover. She’d spurned his clone and refused to meet with him, but now he was here in the flesh, whole and complete.

      In fact, behind her, I saw Melise bobbing her head up and down and waving towards me. It was good to have her back by my side.

      “Anya?” Sam said, voice brightening. “You came to see me! I thought you were still mad.”

      “I was mad,” Anya said. “Then I was worried. And now that I find you drinking with your friends for a week straight, I’m even madder! The Fateweaver Society we built is looking for leadership, and here you are off having a good time.”

      “Melise was handling it!” Sam protested, but he was already climbing to his feet. “Sorry, guys, looks like duty calls.”

      Despite her angry expression, Anya’s face was one of worry. When Sam wrapped his arms around her, she melted into him, and the two took off flying toward the Fateweaver Society.

      “Well, thanks for hosting, Theo!” Dean said as he downed the last of his barrel of ale. “I suppose I should head home too. Next time we can party at my place, assuming my kids haven’t wrecked it by now.”

      “Don’t worry, last I saw, the palace in the capital of Deania is still intact, albeit slightly redecorated,” I replied. Dean’s descendants had rearranged things while he’d been gone, mostly for the better. Dean didn’t have the best sense of style or taste.

      “Good. Now it’s time for me to meet all of my sweet, innocent granddaughters!” Dean said. “Maybe Tivana will be there! I still have to teach her about the dangers of men like me.”

      “Yeah...” I chuckled awkwardly. I wasn’t looking forward to when Dean found out just how intimately Tivana and I knew each other. Or Baroness Jynna, for that matter. She was also one of Dean’s granddaughters.

      “Well, see you around, Theo!” Dean said as he departed. “My palace is only a teleport away! Don’t be a stranger! Swing by anytime.”

      My friends left me, which had me feeling sorry for their loss. I supposed we couldn’t drink and hang out forever.

      As soon as he was gone, that hollow feeling was quickly filled by a warm bundle of excitable joy wrapping herself around me.

      “Theo!” Melise said. “I missed you!”

      Melise Songstone (Level 45, Mid Sorcerer)

      “Melise!” I said in surprise, shocked to sense the level of energy emanating from her. “You’re a sorcerer now? You must have been working hard!”

      “Master Anya really knows her stuff, and the time dilation within the Fateweaver Society compound means I had a bit more time to work at things. But it also meant I’ve missed you all the more.”

      Suddenly, I realized that with Sam and Dean here, I’d gone an entire week without sex with any of my women. That was the longest I’d ever gone without some personal time with them since coming to this world. With Melise so close and me accidentally denying myself for so long, I couldn’t hold back the urge to have a little fun with her right then and there.

      So we did. This was my mountain range, after all.

      Trouble came when I realized I’d forgotten how loud Melise could moan. After reaching the sorcerer realm, she’d only gotten louder.

      It took some actual work from me to push her down onto the cold hard stone and claim her again and again. And heavens above, she must have been denying herself even longer than I’d been because she was insatiable. We went again and again, and the noise attracted some attention from my other women.

      “Melise, you’re back!” Nela said.

      “I can’t believe you used this opportunity to have Theo all to yourself!” Eltiana said. “We thought he was still having fun with his friends! I can’t believe it. If I’d known he was playing with you, I would have come to join ages ago!”

      The mountaintop wasn’t big enough for my entire harem, so we ended up taking the party back to my old Personal Chambers. The bed there was massive and springy, and my women came and went over the next few days as we had one marathon session after another. Mac dealt with any fears of earthquakes and ensured every structure in the Hearthwood was built to handle these kinds of continuous tremors.

      I finally emerged from the personal chambers weeks later, having thoroughly exhausted myself and every woman close to me at least once. I’d gotten regular updates about what was going on outside as pillow side chat, though, so I was still in touch with the world and knew today was the day the Wubba Lubba Dub Dub tribe was returning home.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to stay a little longer?” I asked Chief Wubba Lubba. “I could use a man like you.”

      But the chief shook his head. “We will return home and reclaim our old hunting grounds. We only waited this long so my daughter could give birth.”

      My eyebrows shot up in surprise. “Leahlash? Who? How?”

      Chief Wubba Lubba looked me in the eye with the expression of a man who thought I’d stolen something from him. Then his head turned, and I saw Leahlash carrying a tiny orc. From his size and my memory of Yorik’s brief pregnancy with my son, I knew this orc couldn’t be more than a few hours old. Orcs matured in weeks instead of years, and a month from now, this kid would be indistinguishable from the rest of his tribe.

      “Chief Theo, Conqueror of Elves.” Leahlash bowed her head to me. “Did you know your seed can make babies if you put it in here?”

      Leahlash pointed to her own groin.

      I stared at her and Chief Wubba Lubba, who glared at me.

      “I swear I didn’t even do anything!” I protested. “She found a barrel of... uh... vitality-rich seed we were selling for your freedom, and she wanted to steal some, so she... ah well...”

      I stared at the kid before me. He definitely shared some features with me. Now that I looked at him, he almost seemed familiar somehow.

      I let out a sigh. “You’re sure you want to go? We didn’t plan for a kid, but since one happened, I’m happy to support you here in the Hearthwood.”

      Leahlash shook her head. “We will teach him to fight and hunt the orcish way. This future place is strange. We don’t belong here.”

      “So you want to return to the era of the Elven Star Dominion?” I sighed. I didn’t like the idea of a kid of mine slipping away before I ever even got to know him. “Tell me, have you picked out a name for the boy?”

      Leahlash nodded. “I will call him Grognak.”

      “Oh, after the orc wargod?” I asked in surprise.

      “Who?” Leahlash looked at me skeptically.

      “Ah, after your time. Nevermind. Well, if you ever need me again, you can probably find me in the Primordial World!” I said.

      Soon, Leahlash and her tribal elders headed to the teleportation array, and I guided them through the gate in the capital that led back to the Primordial World. This time, we, fortunately, didn’t have to fight our way out of the ass of a Kun Peng. The rest of their tribe had the airship they’d bought and was waiting for them when we appeared on top of a massive pile of Kun Peng dung.

      “Farewell, best of luck finding a way back to your world and time!” I shouted to Leahlash and her clan.

      The kid, who’d grown to about the size of a child when I watched, stared at me when I waved farewell. Leahlash and I weren’t close enough for me to force my way into his life, but I hoped to see the kid again someday.

      “Grognak...” I muttered to myself. Taking one last look at him as he and his mother boarded the orc warship, he really looked a bit like a younger version of the orc wargod.

      “Nah, couldn’t be.” I waved them one last goodbye as they loaded up a few barrels filled with arms and supplies from the Hearthwood to get them wherever they were headed. Then, I left for home.
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      THE END!

      The story will continue in Book 9: Tyrant of the Devilbeast Wilds!

      Coming to you soon!

      

      In the mean time, please check out my ongoing series Paladin of the Sigil!

      It’s about a boy who grew up in hell and became a powerful Paladin. By the time he returns to the surface, the world has changed and he’s got a lot to learn about living among humans.

      I’ve also got another new series coming up as I get closer to capping off Paladin. I’m calling it Amazon Apocalypse, and I think Spellheart fans will really like it. But more on that later! Follow me on one of my platforms to get news of that when it drops.
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      THANK YOU FOR READING!

      If you have the time, please leave a review! They really help.
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        * * *

      

      Hang out with me and your fellow readers in this discord server!

      https://discord.gg/BeraGVeU5G
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        * * *

      

      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 patreon.

      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/AuthorMarvinKnight
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        * * *

      

      You can also find me in cool Facebook groups like Haremlit, Harem Gamelit, and Dukes of Harem talking about the genre!

      Or you can find me in cool Reddit groups like Harem Fantasy Novels or HaremLit
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