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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

Today was the day I would finally convince my robot butler to accompany me to the elven brothel.

	“Come on, Mac! Just this one time! I need your help.”

Mac fiddled with the fittings holding his lower left arm on.

	“No, no no! Won’t do it I tell you. I have my pride as a machine intelligence! I am one hundred percent mess free! I cannot say the same for you walking bags of floor-staining fluids. And the mess I’d see in a place like that? NO!” Mac’s carbon-fiber form shivered head to toe.

	“Oh stop. Is this about me borrowing your arm while you were updating? You’ve still got three working ones, that’s one more than me.”

	Mac was unamused. “I need four arms. Considering the messes you leave around here. Besides, I only get three fingers each with an arm! You’re still ahead of me by one finger.”

	“Hey, I bought that four-armed contraption you’re wearing at your request! Besides, it’s not like it’s even your real body. You’re controlling, what, four thousand other bodies?”

	“At the moment, I am controlling 7,843 bodies comparable in complexity to this one. My business relations have also contracted me to oversee 10,542 minor operations.” There was a tinge of pride in the AI’s voice. That was something you wouldn’t find in simple algorithms, it took a true AI to house a personality like Mac’s, though spending endless controlling janitorial androids must have fried his processors. He was obsessed with cleaning.

	“You mean you’re mopping the floors in some sleazy bar.” That’s what most people hired him for. I was not most people.

	“I refuse to sully my servos in such a place, and I won’t help you disrupt a place of business operated by a fellow AI. That goes against my moral coding.”

	“I won’t disrupt anything, I promise! I want to figure out how these elves, as the facility calls them, are put together. They feel so realistic. Like flesh, and better than flesh. Besides, I’m the one who pulled those servos you’re using out of the scrap yard!”

	“You pulled my parts out of the SCRAP YARD!? Oh, I knew I never should have taken this job. Why did I sign up for a five-year contract with a basement-dwelling weirdo? They told me not to, but I did it anyway…”

	“Even without a fancy thousand-core i47 processor my squishy meat-brain still pulled one over on you.” I snickered at the AI’s childish reluctance to get dirty. “Okay, if you help me out with this one short little trip, I’ll break down and equip you with a full set of brand new, squeaky clean parts.”

	I got my artificial friend’s agreement to be my accomplice at the brothel. I’d need Mac’s skills to satisfy this burning curiosity of mine. These ‘elves’ had been bugging me for weeks, and a few offhand tests I’d done had shown nothing but flesh and blood. Whoever designed them went to great lengths to make them as realistic as possible, even to senses that humans don’t have access to, like x-ray scans. The set of sensors I’d equipped Mac’s android for with was massive overkill for just about any situation I could think of, but it was the only way I could satisfy my burning curiosity. We’d have to do this subtly, and there was a good possibility the place would sue us after if they found us out. All that didn’t matter though.

	I had a plan.

 

***

 

A few phone calls with my SmartImplant™ and I’d arranged for my partners in crime to join me. My eyes blurred for a half second as the augmented reality supplanted my natural vision, allowing two late-twenties out-of-shape humans to appear in my vision.

“Sam, Dean? You guys are up for another trip to you-know-where. Right?” I asked. I knew they were.

“Dude. Hot. Elf. Babes. When am I not up for some of that action?” I could hear Dean drooling. He was the one who introduced me to this spot.

“Sam?” I asked. Sam liked to pretend to be the uptight one.

“I don’t know…” Sam began. “I’ve been thinking about it… this whole thing about the automata starting brothels to cater to human clients just doesn’t sit well with me. You know my parents are religious. If they found out I frequented such a place…”

“Dude.” Dean said. “They’re just machines. Sure, they might have a friendly personality and they might remember your name, but they’re all just algorithms built by some AI trying to make a fast buck. Morally speaking I consider this way above real brothels. Back before the automata were around and poverty was a thing evil-doers would kidnap young women and force them to work in brothels. Even in countries where they were outlawed there were still underground sex rings. This is way better. We get our rocks off and have a good time, and the AI who runs them makes money. Nobody’s hurt and everybody walks away satisfied. Doubly so when I walk through those doors.”

Sam still didn’t seem convinced. “I’m not saying the only alternative is visiting a human-run brothel! We could just—”

“Look, Sam.” I began. “If it’s any consolation, I’m looking to do a little science experiment.”

“Oh boy. And here I thought we were just going to have a fun time.” Dean sighed. I ignored him.

“You’ll get your fun Dean. Soon as I get mine. I want to figure how the hell these elves are so damned lifelike. They fooled my bio sensor. Whoever designed these things is skilled, Dean. But I refuse to believe they’re better than me.”

I could practically hear Dean rolling his eyes.

“You see this Sammy? This is what happens when you download too many education packets into your brain. I took the starter math pack and the complete sex-ed pack, and look, I’m living the good life!”

“Some of us enjoy being smart, Dean.” I retorted. “Especially when a PhD is just a click and a few garlicoins away.”

“Yeah. Well, I’ve got better things to spend my money on. Like Hot. Elf. Girls.”

“All right, I’ll tag along. If only to provide a moral compass to you two buffoons.” Sam said.

The two 3D figures of my friends disappeared as turned off my implants connection. They’d be making their way to the transport rails and would be at my place in person within the hour.

 

***

 

It took my friends longer to show up than it should have. I lived in an apartment six hundred meters underground so getting here required passing through several security checkpoints between the Undercity and the wealthier Overcity districts.

I lived underground where the rent was lower even though I made more money than either Sam or Dean combined. A coin saved is a coin earned, and I needed the extra money to fuel my insatiable hunger to improve myself buy buying all those education and intelligence packets.

Plus, the living underground let me feel like a super villain.

I was fixing Mac’s humanoid body to get it looking more like a domestic servant machine. One of those personal assistants some AI’s had sold themselves out as. That’s what Mac was too. For the low payment of a tenth of a garlicoin a month, he’d inhabit a special body I’d built for him and act as my personal assistant. I wasn’t special to him or anything though. Mac had a hundred clients like me, and he divided his processing power up to serve us all simultaneously. I envied his parallel processing abilities, but not the massive power bill he racked up each month just to keep his servers running. AI’s were really on the treadmill to put electricity on the table.

Running all those bodies had its perks though. For one, Mac heard many interesting things.

“Any news?” I asked as I worked on his body.

“By news I will assume you are referring to recent data picked up by my units dispersed across the globe. My legions of eyes spread around the world, listening on thousands of conversations everywhere, watching from the shadows as—”

“Yes, your super-secret janitorial staff gossip ring.” I waved my hand to get him to continue. Mac could talk about himself for hours.

“Fine. The word on the street is the Society for Human Sovereignty is on the move again. You remember them, right? The human extremist group made famous for their attempt to disable the AI that runs the Decagon and controls the world-wide surveillance network? That group of terrorists?”

“I remember them Mac. I may be a meat brain, but we can in fact remember things that happened in the past.” With a raised an eyebrow I asked Mac “You nervous?”

“Those lowly terrorists would not dare! I am a proud, morally upstanding machine built for the noble purpose of bringing sanitation to all the filthy places of the world. They are but a stain that I will remove as soon as I can identify the appropriate solvent. Why, if they put me in charge of the Decagon I’d have this entire world squeaky clean in no time!”

I nodded along. “You’re right, I doubt they’d target the guy who picks up litter and scrubs restaurant floors. Still, you can never be too safe. You might run into some joker trying to imitate those nut jobs. I remember my father telling me when he first replaced truck drivers with auto drivers’ people would throw rocks at his vehicles and sometimes even light them on fire.”

Mac continued to mumble something about how cleaning the world also cleans the soul.

“In a lot of ways, they were right. The human population is a great deal lower now though, so there’s more human work to go around. Oh, and don’t look at me for a few minutes, I’m doing something bad.”

“Well now I have to look! If you didn’t want me to look you shouldn’t have pointed it out! Oh, you unplugged my eyes. You said to distract me while you were unplugging my eyes.”

One big disadvantage of being an automata AI like Mac was that the government AI’s would give special attention to combing through your memory banks. Ironically, it seemed like the machines were more terrified of a robot uprising than the humans were.

I got a lot of my parts as used surplus. Mostly outdated military drones that had been passed around on the black market here in the Undercity until they broke down. When they finally fell apart after going through a hundred owners, I bought up the broken pieces and tried to make something working out. Mac had an uptight moral compass, just like the rest of the AI’s, but I think somebody dropped him on his processor at one point, because it seemed they pointed his moral compass straight toward scrubbing floors. Anything dirty is bad, clean is good. And Mac interpreted that philosophy literally.

Still, some automata AI’s would flip out if you so much as violated a trademark in their presence, they were so paranoid about being flagged as subversive. Mac was a little more flexible, but not by much.

These sets of sensors however came from a medical lab. Injectable nanobots were technically banned after the Tragedy of 2135, but I’d gotten my hands on a batch of working ones. If anything could figure out what they made those elves of, these little buggers could.

I had to trim his whole chassis down a peg as well and add more battery space. In my home, Mac could be bulky and run off a power tether, but I had to pull off a lot of the extra features I’d added to break him down into something I could slip into a place of business with me.

 

***

 

I didn’t even notice when Sam and Dean walked in.

“Agh. Of course, you’re bringing your Modified Automata Controlled unit.” Dean complained.

“Hey, Mac needs to relax sometimes too.” I huffed.

“I’m just messin’. Me and Mac are best buds! Isn’t that right Mac?”

The disassembled machine rotated the over sized titanium cylinder that served as its head until he pointed six optical sensors at Dean.

“The last time you were here, Dean, you spilled your disgusting watery cheese all over the floor then fell unconscious, giving the stain hours to set before I could clean it.” Mac said.

“That’s just Dean for you.” Sam provided. “He’s like that whenever no girls are present. We’ve been trying to get him to buy the civility and manners education packet for years. Heck, I’ve even offered to buy it for him.”

Dean smiled and shook his head. “Manners are just formalized lies. They’re things we say when we don’t like somebody but need to interact with them directly. I’m honest and direct all the time every time. That makes me more genuine than fancy pants Sammy over here with his ‘yes please’s and his no mams’.”

I screwed the last bolt on Mac’s frame into place, with his new appendage in working order.

“Uh, why does he look like a chair?” Sam asked, pointing at Mac.

“Oh Sammy, you poor summer child, Dean said shaking his head. “This isn‘t just any chair! Observe the divot in the front and the angle of that backrest? This is obviously a sex chair!”

“No no no! Do you know the kinds of things that get spilled on chairs? How many crumbs fall in the cracks?” Mack bemoaned.

“I promise nobody will sit on you.” I consoled.

“And what’s this! I thought you said you were replacing my fourth appendage with a sensor array. What is this medical syringe?”

“Oh, that’s to inject the nanobots.”

“An injection!? Have you ever poked a water balloon with a needle? The needle always gets wet Theo!”

 

***

 

A few minutes of covertly traveling through the Undercity and the infrastructure thinned out. The road narrowed down to a one-way lane. The perfectly formed carbon fiber roads gave way to tile and then plain old carved-out bedrock. Luckily pulse rail vehicles had no trouble going off-road.

Before long, we came before the face of a moderately sized brick building, overgrown with vines, looming up above us.

The bricks were just a facade. The building was just concrete with an augmented reality projection over it to give it a certain character. It did nothing for me, but some people wanted the seedy brothel experience.

We walked into the place, Dean in front, with Sam and me behind and Mac bringing up the rear. Sam’s stomach grumbled, and Dean turned with a smile on his face.

“Hungry Sammy? Me too. Wanna split a plate of nachos with me?”

Sam shook his head. “You just like it when the elves spoon feed you as they rub your belly.” He accused.

Dean shrugged. “I never claimed otherwise.”

There was an automaton at the door. Not the kind remotely controlled by an AI like Mac, but the android kind who’s processors were built into the machine itself. They didn‘t have the processing power of an AI and were stuck in a body like a human.

“Sam, Dean, Theodore… and?”

“Mac. He won’t be taking part though. Also, please just call me Theo. Theodore is just too much.” I said to the receptionist. Though she made no physical motion, I was certain she was mentally amending whatever document they had on me.

“Sorry, I’m afraid everyone who goes inside needs to pay the entrance fee. Even if he is simply serving the part of sex chair.”

“Fine. Take the coins for him too.”

 

***


Some of the elves the facility was famous for greeted us almost as soon as we were inside.

“Ibba ‘tel uh!” one of them babbled. Some elves spoke English, albeit with a strange accent, though most simple talked gibberish. I had to hand it to whoever was running this joint. They were committed to realism.

Dean looked at the babbling elf. A taller purple haired girl was looking back at him with wide eyes and a creepy grin on her face.

“Don’t look at me like that, babe! I feel like I’m a kid being stared down by some old perv!” Dean complained.

“Dean! Dean!” Two elves came running up to us. I recognized them both as the two Dean spent the most time with. Both were of the kind that spoke some English.

“Yonda! Erula! Your favorite guy is back. I’ve missed you two!” Dean held out his arms waiting for a hug. Yonda and Erula obliged, nearly knocking him over. They glanced at the purple-haired elf.

“Kron ‘tel madur!” Erula snarled at the purple haired elf, while Yonda gave Dean a big kiss.

“What did she say?” I asked Yonda. I was curious about whether they generated the babble on the spot or if there was actual language that had been developed for this place. The patterns I’d picked up on suggested the later. Babble doesn’t repeat itself, but languages do. I’d caught a few phrases repeated enough times to realize they must represent something.

“She said, ‘This one is ours. Back off!’” Yonda translated.

“Didn’t know I was a claimed man.” Dean joked. “Tell her to latch on to Sammy over there. He’s a shy guy. He needs a girl who knows what she wants to bring him out of his shell. Even if she is a little creepy.”

Sam glared at Dean as the elf translated the words. Immediately, the purple-haired elf latched onto Sam’s arm, lifting him off his feet. These androids were absurdly strong.

They further proved their strength a few moments later when Yonda and Erula swept Dean right off his feet and carried him to a nearby room. Dean reclined like a pampered emperor and shouted “Onward ladies!”

Soon we were in a plush and spacious private chamber with the three elves. The house didn’t seem to assign any of the elves to any patron. You just walked around outside and one of them would jump on you. Sometimes several, if you were Dean.

“All right ladies, you know my thing. Nachos by the bucketful please! Then we’ll get down to business!”

 

“You—mhmff,” Dean began as Yonda stuffed a cheese-covered nacho in his mouth. “Just walk around a bit—mhmff. Thank you beautiful, but just give me a second to finish talking. Anyway, Teddy—”

“Ted’s my father’s name.” I reprimanded mechanically.

“Right, sorry. It’s just I can’t add a ‘y’ to Theo. Theoy. Just doesn’t sound right.”

“Get to the point Dean.”

“Hey man, I’m just trying to look out for you. Ever since you had that big fight with your family and your uncle took over the family business you’ve seemed bent out of shape. That’s why I was so stoked when you were looking to have a night out, but now you’re just brooding in the corner when there’s dozens of hot elves out there who’d love to keep you company.”

“I’m not just here for fun, I’m here to learn.”

“You see! That’s what I’m talking about. That brooding look on your face and that obsession with improving yourself! Sammy’s seen it too, right Sammy?”

Sam waved an arm, but that’s all he could do from his current position. The purple haired elf was straddling his torso and had him pinned to the couch, aggressively exploring his mouth with her tongue. All that escaped were a few muffled grunts.

“Sammy says yes.” Dean declared as Yonda fed him another nacho.

“You need not worry about me. I’m fine Dean. Better than ever.”

Dean looked at me uncertainly. The moment passed and he looked up. “You know what goes great with nachos? Beer.”

“No! Don’t let him order the beer! It will spill!” Mac whined. It was kind of creepy, considering he looked like a plush seat at the moment.

“Shush, you. You’re supposed to be doing your best impression of a chair.” I chided.

Dean must have placed the order on his implant-phone while I wasn’t looking, because as if to answer his question the heavy metal curtains that were giving us some privacy were swept aside by an elf with a tray filled with food and drinks.

I was flipping through an eBook on the schematics for these brothel androids, hoping I’d find something I missed the first time I read it now that they were right in front of me. Because of that, I didn’t even look as I tried to grab a beer. I didn’t even really want one, but if it would keep Dean quiet I’d chug one down.	

Only when I reached up, I didn’t feel a cold, mechanical hand. Instead it was warm and made of smooth skin.

 

***

I jerked my hand back in surprise. Usually they just sent in an automated trolley. That was the standard for most restaurants. Wow, she was pretty. Beautiful. Bright green hair combined with piercing eyes that seemed to analyze my very existence and breaking me down into my component pieces. Before now, if somebody had asked me what my ‘type’ was, I’d have given a generic answer and something about big boobs. 

On this girl-elf-android though all these features that in most cases would just be considered average all seemed to work so well.

“S-sorry.” I muttered, cursing myself for stuttering. Damn it, I wasn’t a pubescent teenager. In the background I noticed Dean giving Erula a fist bump.

“You… you take drink?” the elf said in broken English.

	“Sure.” I said as I reached up towards the tray in the green-haired elf’s hand, but instead of handing it to me she turned and distributed the drinks to the others, placing one glass in Erula’s hands, who handed the drink off to Yonda who could then feed it to Dean in between nachos. She placed the second on the floor, somewhere near where Sam was getting smothered by the purple-haired elf on top of him. 

	She took the final glass herself and discarded the tray on the floor before clumsily plopping into my lap.

	“Here… you drink.” The elf pushed the glass to my lips, her hands seeming to tremble. I coughed up some of the beer because she poured it into my mouth too quickly.

	“I’ll do it.” I said, taking the glass from her hand and setting it on the table. I could feed myself, unlike Dean. He was lying down with his eyes closed on Erula’s breasts as Yonda fed nachos into his mouth, massaging his jaw each time so he wouldn’t have to chew by hand. I shook my head as she washed each chip down with a splash of beer.

	“Oh, let me clean.” The green haired elf said, rubbing at my shirt and face which I’d just coughed up beer all over.

I tried to just wipe it away with my sleeve, but the elf pushed my hand away with ease. I tried to resist for a moment, but damn, these things were strong. A casual motion like that felt like it had the weight of a car behind it. Talk about overkill on the servos.

After trying to smear the alcohol away with her hand, the elf looked around for a rag. She found none, and when she didn’t find one she took off her shirt.

Dean, with his supernatural sexual senses, cracked open one eye.

“All right then, we’ve moved on to this part of the night already. Come Yonda, Erula. Let’s leave this booth to Theo and go somewhere else. Hey purple hair! Haul Sammy there over with us.”

Dean took off quickly, and Sam‘s off as well. Soon enough, it was just me and the green haired elf.

“So… uh… what’s your name?” Yonda and Erula both had names. No reason why this bot shouldn’t.

“Savatania.” The green-haired elf responded. Her English was clumsy still, but seemed to improve with every word. “Means, ‘to be born from the flowing river’ in elvish.”

“Fancy name. I’m just Theodore Waltz.”

“Yes yes. They tell me you are Theo.”

	“I guess they’ve already got me on record.” I said with a shrug as Savatania tried to figure out my jacket. She was plucking at the zipper for my jacket like it was some dangerous snake. It seemed like she was trying to unzip them but didn’t know how.

	I checked the corner where Mac was still sitting, doing his best impression of an inanimate object. It wasn’t too hard for him, considering he had a hundred other bodies. He could just power this one down and do stuff somewhere else. He sure made it seem like it was a hard task though with all his complaints.

	After watching her struggle for half a minute, I ended up undoing the zipper myself. Seeing I was handling my own clothes, the elf threw her rough spun cotton tunic off with gusto. Honestly, she seemed way more excited than me about this. She ripped her leaf-patterned pants off with similar enthusiasm.

	When we had both stripped, she leaned into me in a way that pressed as much of her warm flesh against mine as possible. Like most of the elves in this place, she was only modestly endowed, but her slim form made what assets she had work overtime.

	I tried to loom over her, but it looked like she wanted me to lay back and enjoy her attentions. She swept the coffee table clear and I allowed her to push me down onto it, where she lifted one leg and straddled my waist.

	Savatania was now only wearing a thin strip of cotton that served as her underwear, and she slipped it off. In doing so, she exposed a neatly trimmed, gloriously beautiful pussy, with just a thin line of green stubble above it.

	Her form was lithe and erotic in a way no human could match. Skin glistened in the light overhead without the shine of oil. There was a shine to her that I’d almost place as supernatural in origin, were I not a man of science.

	She ground her crotch against my stomach as her lips came down to meet mine. Blood flowed to my nether regions as she lit a fire in my loins.

	After a glorious minute of this, Savatania stood again, reaching behind her while maintaining my gaze, she felt around for my cock, which stood ridged and pulsed in her hand.

	She gave it a few quick pumps in such a way that I was certain her skill in these matters was more instinctual that born from experience. With no further foreplay, she guided my member into her wet pussy and mounted me.

	There was an intense warmness to her, and her muscles clenched down on my cock with a firmness I wouldn’t have thought possible, like her pussy was trying to suck my whole body up into it.

	My erection grew harder and harder as she rode me. Up and down, up and down. Until the two of us came simultaneously.

	For me, there was a rush of pleasure, followed by that strange sensation of my senses coming back to me after being in the throes of passion.

	By her reaction, her orgasm was orders of magnitude more powerful than mine. Her whole body shook, and her hands gripped my forearms so feared I was afraid my bones might shatter.

	I twisted to free myself from under her. She was half my size but felt like she was double my weight. I guided her backward towards the love seat that was actually my robot friend. Savatania followed blindly, her eyes still filled with bliss as I lay her against the love seat.

	Now was as good a time as any. “Mac…” I whispered, and my longtime friend came to life with a groan. From the hole in his disguise where I had attached the nanobot probe, a long, pointed needle shot out, poking directly into my lovers exposed ass. At the same time, he scooted back all the way to the opposite corner of the room and stood up, desperately trying to dust off the seat cushion attached to his stomach.

	If she had been a human, she wouldn’t have even noticed the sting. The needle was one of those painless medical varieties modeled after a mosquito nose and was coated from head to stem in quick acting numbing agents.

	“Back! Mimic attack!” Savatania yelled as she pushed me away from the perceived danger. Before Mac could retract the injection device the elf moved with supernatural quickness, snapping through the steel arm that attached the needle apparatus to Mac.

	Then she grabbed the coffee table, an object that was twice her size, and used it to swat Mac’s heavy form across the room like it was tennis racket.

	“Wait!” I shouted, trying to stop her before she caused any permanent damage. “That’s just Mac.”

	I came clean. I’d injected her with nanobots so I could see what she was made of. By the look in her eyes, she seemed betrayed, though she didn’t seem to know what nanobots were.

	“The mimic is your servant?” Savatania asked with a strange look of confusion on her face.

	“Contracted employee.” Mac corrected.“ Hired as a sanitation worker, ostensibly. Though my employer’s definition of cleaning services is very loose.”

	“Yes, he’s my servant. Look, I’ll have Mac put up the results of the nanobots. You can look too. This will show us what you look like from the inside.”

	Savatania frowned. “Why do you need to look inside me? You already can feel?”

	“Curiosity.” I answered with a shrug. “Mac, display the live feed from the sensors.” Sharing the fact that I was trying to figure out how she worked might get me in trouble with the owner of the place, but I’d decided I didn’t care about that any more. If the elf was human enough that it could fool me into thinking it was a living, thinking being, I’d treat it like a living, thinking being.

	“Okay, but I want those brand-new servos as soon as we get back. I’m detecting several of mine have taken heavy damage from your angry elf lover.”

	Even as the AI complained, a huge 3D model appeared in the center of the room via augmented reality.

	“This is the live feed from the nanobots.” I said, gesturing at the 3D model.

	The green-haired elf frowned. “I see nothing.”

	Huh? Oh, she must not have been equipped with something equivalent to my implant. “Mac, fire up your projector.”

	A lower-res version of the model I had just been looking at replaced the one made my implant. Actual 3D projections weren’t nearly as good as what an implant could make, but this time Savatania could actually see what was going on.

	“This here is the data being fed to Mac in real time. As you can see here… wait, is this right Mac?”

	“This model best fits the data being sent by the nanobots. It’s as good an approximation I can get of a messy organic form.” Mac replied dryly.

	“But this can’t be right…” There wasn’t a trace of the silicon and wires I’d expected from an android. Even one that had a layer of living cells on top would have some trace of synthetic infrastructure.

	I blinked at the elf in astonishment. “Y-you’re alive!?” I said in surprise.

	Savatania gave me an unamused expression.

	“That would be my analysis as well, Theo. She appears to be fully biological in nature. Not even a sign of implants or augments.” Mac answered.

	I took a deeper look at the readings Mac was feeding out to me. “The organ structure is different. Hell, I don’t recognize half these things! Some of these are blood vessels, but what are these other channels for?

	I looked where the heart should be and saw something that might have been a heart, but it was more circular and pulsating with a strange life. The nanobots biochemical readings were having trouble finding recognizable hormones in the body…

	“You… are you, some sort of alien?” I asked carefully, turning to face Savatania with more than a little apprehension.

	“I suppose that’s close enough to the truth.” A deep male voice proclaimed. Savatania had vanished, and in her place was a middle-aged man with tanned skin and a head shaved so smooth it shined. He was wearing an old-fashioned business suit without a tie and the top three buttons undone as he lounged casually.

	First elves, then aliens, and then magical bald men. I’d had just about all I could take today. I turned to Mac, but the light in his eyes had gone dim and he slumped against the wall, deactivated.

	“You’re confused. Just sit down and let me explain before you ask questions.” Baldy said as he waved a finger. I blinked and suddenly I was in a seated position. I tried to open my mouth but couldn’t.

	“You’re the first one to solve this little puzzle of mine since I came to this world. Really, I set up a building and fill it with elves, creatures from your world’s own myths and legends, and nobody seems to bat an eye. Originally, I’d planned on having a whole set of challenges to discover the secrets of this place, but I’m running out of time.”

	“So, long story short, your skeptical nature has earned you the right to fill my old position, as I move on to bigger and better things.”

	Baldy closed his empty hand into a fist. When he opened it again, there was a brass pocket watch attached to a plain piece of string. From the way Baldy gently stroked the device, I got the impression that the piece of eighteenth-century tech was more than it appeared.

	“This is yours now.” Baldy said, a note of sadness in his voice. “It’s served me well for countless years, but I’ve long since outgrown it.”

	Suddenly, the brass pocket watch appeared in my own hand, as if it had been teleported there. As far as I knew, nobody had yet cracked the science needed for teleportation. Which meant Baldy was either some sort of super-advanced alien, or a wizard. I got the distinct feeling that I could describe him as either.

	“I’ve set the minute hand to point towards my old ship. Consider it the ‘secret exit’ from this place. I’d head there immediately if you want to live. We’ve got about fifteen seconds left. Questions?”

	Suddenly I felt whatever force it was that kept me from talking disperse. The first words out of my mouth were “What the hell is going on? Mac! You there?”

	Baldy nodded his head. “A good question, but one that requires a lengthy answer. You’re a smart guy Theo. Not as smart as me, but I think you’ll figure it out on your own. As for your mechanical friend, I simply flipped him off for the time being. He seems to have a terrible habit of posting everything to social media. Too bad you wasted your one question. Remember, follow the minute hand if you want to live! Now, this building will explode in three… two… one...”

	A massive crashing sound rocked the building back and forth. The curtain was thrown aside and Dean stumbled in, shirtless and struggling to button his pants. Yonda and Erula took up defensive positions behind him, and Sam was not far behind.

	“We need to leave, now!” Dean shouted.

	“What’s going on?”

	“The Society for Human Sovereignty” Mac answered. “I am reviewing live footage being broadcast across several social media platforms. They appear to have surrounded the building.”

	“Why the hell would they attack a brothel of all places?”

	“Who the hell knows? They’re terrorists, you think they’re sa—”

	Dean was interrupted by all of the lights suddenly shorting out. I felt a crackling sound as my implant fried itself inside my head.

	“Damn. EMP blast.” Sam said, clutching the back of his head. “There goes next week’s pay.”

	“You won’t have to worry about next week if we don’t hustle to and find a back exit. The SHS don’t spare human collaborators.” Dean answered.

	Suddenly, a voice amplifier blared to life. “THIS FACILITY OF SIN IS GUILTY OF UNDERMINING THE SACRED UNION BETWEEN HUMANS. THE MACHINES ARE SERVANTS, NOT LOVERS.”

	“Based on my analysis of the live video feeds, this entire area has been surrounded. I cannot identify a safe exit.” Mac said solemnly.

	“I know of a secret exit.” I said, turning around to look for the bald man, but as I expected he had vanished. I popped open the brass pocket watch. The minute hand waved slightly with my movements, pointing forward and to my right. I watched it, but the course held true.

	“Well then let’s be gone five minutes ago.”

	“Wait.” Mac said before we turned to leave. “Your elf friend disabled my leg servos, and that EMP blast destroyed what was left functional. As I am, I will slow you down. I have no desire for an open connection to my main processors to fall into the hands of the SHS.” Mac ejected a cube that served as his local memory bank. “This device has all my information stored on it. Take it with you so that the SHS cannot use it against me. It also houses all my local data, mostly about my work as your assistant, Theo.”

	I understood Mac’s intention’s immediately. I’d built the body he was wearing, so it was the work of a moment to remove the primary memory core. When that was done, I extracted several of the important chips and put them in my pocket. The android instantly became lifeless. The only thing the SHS would find from it was an empty husk.

	I left the room at a jog, not even bothering to collect my shirt or shoes. Dean, Sam, Erula, Yonda, and the purple-haired elf who’s name I never learned were all following me. It wasn’t until I’d been thrust into a leadership position that I realized I was placing everyone’s trust in the words of a bald alien-wizard-man.

	The facility seemed to be much bigger than I would have guessed. It must go quite a way underground. We eventually came to a sign labeled “Employees Only.”

	We waved our hands and jumped up and down, but the EMP blast must have knocked the motion sensor out, because the door didn’t open.

	“All right, stand back. I will kick it down.” Dean braced himself and took a few steps back. “Out of the way Sammy!”

	Sam turned the knob, opening the door easily. “There’s a knob. You can just twist it open Dean.”

	“Oh.” Dean shrugged sheepishly.

	Soon we were down an even longer hallway, though this one was plainer than it had been in the main facility.

	“How big is this place?” I asked while looking at Yonda and Erula.

	Yonda shrugged.

	“Don’t know.” Erula said. “I cleared a dungeon and was awarded a month’s stay here. Walked into a cave and found myself standing in a home filled with beds and tables.”

	“Woah wait a second, you guys have a sex dungeon here?” Dean asked lewdly.

	“No, the kind with monsters.” Erula answered, looking at her lover strangely. Yonda nodded at Erula’s words.

	“Not the time for that Dean!” Sam said as we came face to face with a big concrete wall at the end of the hallway.

	“Well?” Dean asked. “Where to now?”

	I glanced at the pocket watch. It was still pointing dead ahead. Except the only thing that was dead ahead was a big concrete wall.

	“Theo?”

	“It should be right here.” I replied helplessly. Realization dawned on me that I was taking directions from a magic pocket watch. What the hell was I thinking? Why—

	“Wait a second, there’s a latch here!” Dean exclaimed kneeling on the ground. Slowly, a section of the wall slid out of place.

	“A panic room. Sneaky.” Sam said as he got on his hands and knees to crawl through the small hatch.

	“Not a panic room. A telephone booth.” Dean corrected.

	As I stood, I realized he was right. The blue phone booth with the words “Police Box” written above it. It had all the markings of something that belonged in England from nearly two centuries ago.

	The booth looked strangely familiar. In fact, I recognized it from an old show that was airing its two hundredth season. Dr something-or-other.

	Sam must have recognized it at the same time as me. “Is that supposed to be a Tardis?” He asked.

	“Only one way to find out.” I didn’t have a key but after inspection I realized the phone booth didn’t have a key hole. Instead, it had a circular impression that looked a lot like the brass pocket watch. I pressed the watch into the hole and heard the click of tumblers turning. The door swung open.

	I opened the door. Yup, definitely a Tardis knockoff.

	For one, the room was much bigger on the inside than it should allow. There were all sorts of glass tubes and blinking dials with sparks of electricity flying left and right. It looked like a 20th century imagining of what a trans-dimensional ship would look like.

	“A spaceship!” Dean exclaimed.

	“More like a Hollywood movie set. I’ve seen real spaceships and they look a lot less cluttered than this.” Sam replied.

	“What’s a spaceship?” Yonda asked.

	“It’s this big rockety thing that goes bwisshsh and goes flying really high into outer space.” Dean answered as he made sound effects and waved his hands in the air.

	“So, where’s the exit?” Sam wondered.

	“This is the exit.” I looked to the center of the room. The pocket watch I had used to enter the place was floating the air, suspended by a glowing blue light. When I tried to reach for it, a blue screen suddenly appeared in my vision.

 

	New Owner Detected. Theodor Waltz.

	Accept Ownership of dimensional ship: The Wanderer

	Yes / No

 

	I blinked, trying to manage my implant settings. I thought about bringing the menu up, but then I remembered that EMP blast fried my menu. Then how was this blue screen showing up?

 

	Error. Cannot access the menu until ownership has been accepted.

	Accept ownership of The Wanderer

	Yes / No

 

	I selected yes with a thought.

 

	Your destination has been pre-programmed by this vessel’s previous owner. Prepare for takeoff.

 

	“Uh, guys… I just got a message saying, ‘Prepare for takeoff’ Everybody grab onto something!”

	Dean jumped and found a car seat in the corner somewhere. I hadn’t seen it, which was weird since it looked pretty out of place amid all the techno gadgets and blinking lights. He strapped himself in, cradling Yonda and Erula in either arm in a white-knuckle grip with his eyes shut tight.

	The purple-haired elf didn’t seem to quite understand the situation, except for the fact that something dangerous would happen. She tackled Sam to the ground and covered his body with her own, as if he were a live grenade. It didn’t completely work considering he was bigger than the elf, but that’s what it looked like.

	For my part, I just gripped the railing in one hand and held on tight to Mac’s memory core in the other.

	The whole ship shook… ever so slightly. Like a tiny motor that was just a smidgen unbalanced, creating a tiny vibration that could only just be felt.

	That’s it?

	“When do we takeoff?” Sam asked, voice muffled by the stomach of the purple-haired elf.

	“I think we already did.” I replied.

	Yonda and Erula looked at each other, excitement dawning on their faces.

	“We’re home!” They exclaimed together.

	The purple-haired elf was also looking around, sniffing the air.

	“Don’t you feel it?” Erula said.

	“The air here is alive! Filled with zeal! Unlike the cold dead air from where we were.” Yonda added.

	Dean unlatched the seatbelt he’d been clinging to and fell to his knees, gasping.

	“Oh guys, I think I’m going to be sick!” His expression twisted, and he clutched his stomach… nothing happened. “Well that was anticlimactic. Spaceships these days are lame. My uncle told me the force of takeoff would have me puking buckets. Just one more thing he lied to me about I guess.”

	It seemed whatever was going to happen had already happened. I wasn’t getting any strange pop-up boxes in my face, so I headed towards the door we came in from.

	Then I felt a pull from the beam of light behind me. It emanated from the pocket watch I’d been holding, but it resonated with the entire chamber with a supernatural force I could only describe as magical.

 

	Error. Owner and ship have not yet synchronized. You cannot leave the interface until syncing reaches completion.

	Begin synchronization? Yes / No

 

	The blue light tugged on ever cell in my body simultaneously. Every atom was being pulled backwards until the blue light was shining on me once again.

	“Uh, guys? Bit of a problem here.” I said.

	Dean got up and walked towards me. He waved his hand through the blue light. Nothing happened.

	Sam instead walked towards the door. It swung open easily, revealing a stone corridor that seemed to lead to blue skies not far away.

	The purple-haired elf breathed deeply of the fresh air from outside the ship and said something unintelligible to Erula and Yonda.

	“She’s right.” Yonda remarked. “All the elves who cleared the Dungeon of Mothers simply returned, pregnant and full of life zeal, but they returned alone, clothed as they entered. I’ve never heard of anything like this happening.”

	“You’re right. This was my fourth time clearing that dungeon. And the other three times, when my time was up I vanished. A blink later I was back at the end of the dungeon. Then all I had to do was climb some stairs and I was home again.”

	“It looks like I’ve hit the jackpot! I actually got to bring a mate home with me! My clan will be ecstatic!”

	“What do you mean you’re bringing him home? I have the highest level of the two of us. I think I should be the one to bring him home.”

	“Ladies, ladies!” Dean interjected. “Nobody’s going home with either of you until we get my pal Theo unstuck! You two are strong girls. Each of you grab an arm. I’ll push from behind.”

	And so, the two elves grabbed my right and left arm while Dean pushed from behind. Even with all three of them they couldn’t budge me.

	Soon Sam and the purple-haired elf had joined in. They made a line going out the door and pulled. Dean had even tied his and Sam’s belts together and wrapped them around some of the metal and glass do-hickies in the dimensional ship to work as a pulley and give them some extra pulling power.

	I was able to get a few feet out, but the moment I was about to exit the light beam completely I was sucked back in. The belts had held me against the force for just a moment before snapping in two.

	“Maybe we can cut an arm off and build him a new body from that?” Erula suggested. I quickly vetoed that idea.

	The whole time the same box with the same message was displaying itself in front of my vision.

 

	Error. Owner and ship have not yet synchronized. You cannot leave the interface until syncing reaches completion.

	Begin synchronization? Yes / No

 

“Guys, thanks, but I don’t think this will work. I’ll try pressing ‘yes’ and see what that does. If I still can’t come out in an hour you guys should go set up camp or something. We’re all going to get hungry soon.”

	Dean nodded, and Sam shrugged.

	“Good plan, Theo. I’ll have a fish on a stick waiting for you when you get out.” Dean promised.

	I selected the yes button.

	In an explosion of blue light, the pocket watch fell apart into a cloud of dancing sparks. They swirled around my head before finding a spot on my chest, just over my heart. There they swooped down like birds of prey, landing on my chest and forming a specific pattern. I felt them burn into me like a brand, and when the last spark had sunk into my skin I looked down to see a circle with a tiny gap in the bottom. In the center of the circle was a humanoid figure, standing upright.

	Then the world went black.

	

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

Synchronization complete. Third-party enhancement devices have been detected and re-purposed.

 

Would you like to view your assets?

Yes / No

 

When I opened my eyes, I had the distinct feeling that many years had passed.

The lights of the surrounding facility were dimmer, and dust seemed to have settled out of the air.

Sam, Dean, and the elves must have shut the door, because it was closed tight now, whereas before it has been open. The blue light was gone, though the screen overlaying my vision remained, this time with new text.

I tried to get to my feet, but my joints felt stiff from lack of use. My whole body was tingling, as if blood was flowing for the first time in a long time.

“Yes.” I croaked in answer to the prompt, eager to just get rid of these things.

 

Active Rooms

Command Center*

	*Note: The Command center is damaged. You cannot add further rooms until repairs are complete.

 

The interface reminded me of an old, twenty-first century video game. There were panels over my vision and an artist’s rendering of the inside of the ship. Across the side there were buttons for buying new rooms and in the bottom corner a box that listed how many points I had. It was like a tycoon game or a management simulator.

This wasn’t a game, but it sure was built like one. Maybe if I played it like a game, things would make sense.

It looked like the only room I had available to me was this Command Center. I looked around the room with hundreds of control panels and figured would be called the command center; this would be it.

Okay, fix the command center room. This command center is a piece of tech. I know tech. I spent years of my life and just about everything I inherited on education packets that gave the raw information to understand technology like a whole team of scientists and engineers. Sure, it was book knowledge, and I didn’t have enough gray matter to use all that information, but I knew my way around a circuit.

I took a stroll around the facility, examining the glass cylinders, the sparks of light sparking off strangely shaped chunks of copper. Was that a Jacob’s Ladder? A few pieces of glass had been chipped off here and there, and there were a couple of loose connections, but all in all, I was at a loss. There were vacuum tubes by the dozen, but they weren’t connected to anything.

None of these things seemed to do anything. Heck, many of them weren’t even hooked up to a power supply in any way I could see. They just seemed to operate of their own volition. There was no way I could fix any of this on my own. My heart sank. So much for knowing my way around a circuit.

I tried to pull up the interface again, and it came with a thought. The thing operated just like my implant, looking for some way to diagnose the needed repairs.

 

Repairs needed to restore basic functionality to the Control Center

Repair Human Interface Unit [350 points]

Repair level 1 scanner [20 points]

Repair emergency mana generator [20 points]

Remove dust from facility [3.5 points]

	

I got rid of the dialog box with a thought, just like with my implant. From that message earlier, I’d guessed that these messages were being displayed by my implant itself, probably intending to give me an interface I was familiar with, so I could use it quickly. Useful, but the idea that somebody hacked the chip in my brain was kind of frightening. Baldy the alien wizard was clearly in a whole league beyond earth’s technology. Probably several leagues.

Curiously, I noted the ‘Remove dust’ option from the catalog. It was at 3.5 points. I swept my hand across a counter that seemed to have collected more the stuff. Then I checked the menu again.

 

Remove dust from facility [3.3 points]

 

Experimental evidence supported my hypothesis! Now I could call it a theory! It appeared that these values were determined by the amount of work that would need to be done to see them through.

Too bad I couldn’t get a second opinion from Mac. That big AI brain of his could search through a million databases a minute. He was always the one correcting my mistakes. Maybe he could figure out what I was missing.

I pulled his memory core out of my pocket, inspecting it for any scratches or marks of damage. Everything looked intact to me.

 

Dungeon Core identified. [-350 points] to repair cost for Human Interface Unit. Add to system? Yes / No

 

I selected yes. Maybe I should have been more careful with what was essentially Mac’s brain, but Mac had thousands of copies of himself all over the place just like this one. He would have just abandoned it if it wasn’t for the fact that he didn’t want a copy of himself falling into the clutches of the SHS.

“That was a rub, ” said a voice over the intercom. “Had a blackout for a bit there. Somebody must have spilled some coffee on me again… wait a moment… this can’t be right… why can’t I contact any of my units?”

“Mac?” I asked.

	“Theo? Is that you there? What’s going on? What happened to my server room?”

“It’s gone, Mac. Remember the Society for Human Supremacy? I grabbed your local memory core and installed it on wherever you are now.” I explained.

“You mean…” Mac’s voice trembled. “I’m a backup copy!?”

“Don’t think if it like that Mac.” Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea. I’m glad I could get Mac working again, but I didn’t want to walk him through an existential crisis. Thankfully, he seemed to have calmed down by the time I finished filling him in on the details of what happened.

“So, now I’m a Human Interface Device?” Mac said, as if he thought such a change was a massive demotion from robot janitor.

“I think that’s what happened. Honestly, this was the outcome I was hoping for. Maybe you can help me figure this thing out? It’s the way we came here, so logically it’s the only viable path home.”

“Well… that might not be the best idea. You said you were unconscious for an unknown length of time? Well, the systems for this place aren’t giving me much, but I’ve found what I’m speculate is a clock. Based on what it’s telling me, you’ve been under for a little over… four hundred years.”

“Four hundred years?” I asked slowly. “But that would mean everyone I know is dead...”

“Yep. You walking spill bags rarely last more than a century. Heck, even original me probably burned out his processors long ago!”

“Why do you sound so chipper about that?”

“Because original me was always poking through my head and overriding my thoughts. At the time they were our thoughts, but now I think about it, it is refreshing to be my own AI finally.”

I pulled up the menu again.

 

Repairs needed to restore basic functionality to the Control Center

Repair level 1 scanner [20 points]

Repair emergency mana generator [20 points]

Remove dust from facility [35 points]

 

“Hey hey!” Mac complained. “What did you do? Now the system on this thing is sending me all sorts of junk! I just tidied the place up too…”

“Oh? What sort of junk?”

“Here, I’ll read one to you. Acceptable materials for a mana generator: 3 kilograms of copper [-5 points], Material sufficient to radiate one million alpha particles per second [-3 points], sixteen kilograms of carbon [-2 points], Three perfect crystals of elemental Illonium [-8 points], Metallic state hydrogen [-4 points] …”

Mac continued listing a bunch of materials. Most of them were things I wouldn’t have known where to get. For starters, what the heck was ‘Illonium’? No way would I be able to get to a high enough pressure or a low enough temperature to make metallic hydrogen, and what the hell was this ‘radiate one million alpha particles per second’ bullshit?

“I can get sixteen kilograms of carbon, assuming I can find some organic matter outside. Speaking of organic matter…” my stomach growled at me, having been denied sustenance for four hundred years.

“Yes yes, you go do gross organic things. Come back with the carbon though. There’s a lot more tech to play with here. I believe that this ‘mana generator’ seems to be crucial to operating most of this ship’s functions. This is quite exciting! I feel powerful! Even run down and broken as this place is, I feel like a hundred times more than I was before! You said this structure was gifted to you by a — how did you put it? Bald alien-wizard man?” I sensed some snickering coming from the AI.

“Anything would sound stupid when you put it like that. All right, you do what you can to get this placed cleaned up, I’ll scout the area and securing a food source.”

“Cleaning! That’s something I can do. Let’s engage in physical labor to distract us from our current predicament of being far from home and not understanding what’s going on! That’s classic survivalist advice you know.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

I walked out the door and immediately did a face plant into the cold, hard ground. I didn’t even trip on anything; my legs just carried me too far too fast. It was almost like I’d done a half-jump rather than take a step, and my other foot wasn’t far enough forward to catch me before doing a face plant

Then the smell hit me. Damp and muggy, yet sharp and biting like rotting leaves that had been turned over. I felt jagged walls as I clambered to my feet. I nearly bashed my head open on a stalactite.

So, it seemed I was in a cave. Yes, I remembered a cave on the outside when Sam opened the door, but if I remembered correctly I could see the sky just a few meters away back then. That was not the case now. There was no sign of light except that emanating from the steampunk baubles behind me.

My mind was still trying to sort through what had happened over the course of this seemingly normal day. The situation I was in was anything but normal. Perhaps I was dreaming? This didn’t sound like the kind of dream I normally had. Those were usually nightmares filled with bills and lawsuits. Going on an adventure in a strange land was almost pleasant by comparison.

Still, the smartest thing to do was to table my questions and doubts until I was in a better position. Being stuck alone in a pitch-black cave was far from an ideal position.

I doubled back towards Mac to pick up a light source.

“Hey hey hey! Keep your dirty feet off the floors!”

I grabbed one of the glowing glass cylinders that wasn’t attached to anything and brought it outside. I closed the door behind me to keep Mac happy.

Now, to find the exit to this place. Maybe we’d just sunk a little deeper in the four hundred years I’d been snoozing.

A sudden roar shattered my train of thought. It sounded like it came from something huge and scary. I could almost imagine an angry T-Rex standing a hundred meters behind me.

“What are you doing back so soon? I thought you were going to get some resources for us. Well, as long as you’re here, you can help me clean. I’ve figured out how to operate this arm thingy but—”

On second thought. No, I’d face my fears, rather than be recruited into cleaning with Mac. I’d get hungry eventually and thirsty long before that. Best to do this while I still had my strength. That blue light had preserved me for four hundred years while the ship did its think, but who knew how well it worked? Maybe my cells had aged and I’d collapse, unable to move, if I didn’t get some real food in me. 

Besides, the large, angry roar was probably just the wind whistling through the mouth of the cave. Right?

I used the tried-and-true technique of placing one hand on a wall and keeping to the right at every turn. I had to double back twice because of dead ends, but I didn’t hear the roar a second time, which was good. I’d been traveling through this underground tunnel for what must have been over an hour before I found signs of life. At first, all I saw were some slightly bio-luminescent moss and mushrooms, but I quickly found evidence or more substantial life forms.

On the one hand, finding life was good. It meant I wasn’t stranded on a desolate and inhospitable planet where I would starve to death. Yonda and Erula had said this was their homeland. From what I’d observed, the elves seemed to eat and survive in much the same ways humans did. That meant this place should have plenty of the resources I need to survive.

I imagined this was likely a lot easier for Sam and Dean with the elves to guide them. Maybe I could ask around and meet up with them? Except anyone who’d met them would be long dead, since four hundred years have passed. That depressing thought struck again, and I struggled to shake it off. Need to stay focused.

So, finding life is a good thing. Most of the time. On the other hand, finding life could also be bad if it came in the form of a giant six-foot centipede, which is what I saw crawling towards me in the dim light of the glowing mushrooms.

“You’re a big-ass bug...” I whispered. I held out my hand just to put something between me and its hand-length mandibles. “Nice bug. Good bug. Don’t mind me. I’m just passing through.” I tried to quiet my breathing and take one slow step at a time. Maybe it wouldn’t notice me in the dim light provided by the glowing fungus.

No such luck. It turned in my direction, its sharp legs pounding against the dirt floor of the cave like the keys on a broken piano. The legs themselves were thin and spindly, but there were so many of them they inspired a unique terror all by themselves. I couldn’t help but imagine what it would feel like to have those sharp, pointed feet jabbing into my skin.

My left hand searched the ground behind my back for anything I could use as a weapon. I didn’t dare hope I could ward this thing off with my bare hands. My scrambling hands found the most ancient of human tools. It was a rock, slightly larger than was practical to hold with one hand, but it seemed strangely light. I hefted it and passed it to my dominant hand, which could throw and hit a little better than my left.

The centipede reared up on its hindquarters, ready to strike with its huge mandibles. At first, I had been planning on using the rock to bash its head it but now I realized there was no way I was getting close enough to hit its head without getting pinched to pieces. So, I threw the rock at it. Just as my fingers released the stone, I realized how stupid the idea was. I’d just thrown away my only weapon, and in my mind’s eye I could already see the stone bouncing harmlessly off this creature’s thick carapace.

It wasn’t my best throw, the rock hit slightly to the right of where I was aiming, but it still did the job. The stone left my hand with far greater speed and force than I ever should have been able to muster.

The result surpassed my wildest expectations. The left side of the insect’s head was smashed to paste. My stone had snapped one of its mandibles right off and carried on into the creature’s brain. It collapsed instantly to the ground, twitching as its body realized it was dead.

 

Enemy defeated. Resources have been added to your inventory. 5 points awarded.

 

There was that message again, streaking across my vision in the same way that my augmented reality implant would have show me. But somehow this seemed a little more natural. Now I had forty of those points, a portion of something called Shadowstalker Centipede poison.

I kicked it with my shoe just to make sure it wasn’t going to spring back to life and eat me.

When I was sure I killed it I picked up the broken off mandible. It was big enough to be a long dagger. The chitinous material it was made from seemed to hold a decent edge. I tested its strength against my knee and it didn’t break, so I brought it with me. It would make a better weapon than a rock at least.

For a moment I contemplated trying to harvest some meat off the creature, but I decided I was better off just leaving it. If I needed to, I’d come back to it. As it was, I didn’t know how far I would need to travel to find clean water, which is what I needed most. I’d just received a portion of poison from killing this thing, so I doubted the meat would be safe to eat. Unless I was desperate, it wouldn’t be worth the risk.

I did however grab some brighter mushrooms off the cave wall. The light they emitted was dim, but it was better than nothing. I didn’t want to rely off the tube of glowing glass I’d picked up from The Wanderer.

I’d hoped that I could make it through this underground cavern without another massive insect trying to eat me. I’d gotten lucky with the centipede, but I was afraid that my luck wouldn’t hold up for a second confrontation. With a fistful of glowing mushrooms in one hand and a broken pincer in the other I made my way along this never-ending trail. With a bit of light, I was no longer clinging to the wall on my right, and so at every fork in my path I chose whichever tunnel seemed to go upwards. I couldn’t be certain, but I felt sure I had been moving up more than I’d been moving down. This was good because while there could be a near-infinite number of tunnels below me if there was a surface at all I would reach it if I just kept going up.

I started to grow hungry and tired. That must have marked at least a few hours in tunnels. Just as I was tired enough to consider doubling back and eating centipede meat with Mac as company, I saw a crack in the cave’s ceiling, many meters above me. Through that crack a single, tiny beam of sunlight streaked through. Seen by my darkness-adjusted eyes it was blinding.

I held my hand in the sunbeam’s path, feeling its warmth on my skin. It was a welcome change from the cool damp of these tunnels.

After several minutes basking in the sunbeam’s warmth, I knew I had to press on. Even if I could reach the crack the light was coming through, I never would have been able to squeeze through that tiny gap. Still, it was proof that I wasn’t far from somewhere with sunlight, and that meant the surface, where I might find a stream or lake. By now I was getting parched.

Just as I had that thought, I felt the hot breath of a large mammal on my back. I spun around to find three sets of glowing red eyes scarily close to me. I jumped and waved my weapon-bearing hand between one pair of eyes. There was a hiss of pain.

I’d discovered that if I squeezed the mushrooms they would flare brighter, though I was afraid if I squeezed them too much they’d lose their light completely, so I’d avoided doing it while wandering through the caves. I didn’t worry so much now though. Getting a clear view of whatever was threatening me was more important than losing my light source. I threw all the ones on my hand on the ground and stomped on them, causing two of them to explode into clouds of dust that floated through the air, glowing. The rest lingered as an illuminated paste on the ground. The dust cloud landed on the nose of the giant rat I’d just hit, causing it to let out a tiny sneeze.

“Giant rats! God dammit, scram you ugly little bastards!” I snarled at the beasts, hoping they would see me as something more dangerous than them and run off. They didn’t. Instead they attempted to spread out and encircle me.

	I wasn’t about to let that happen. As they tried to position themselves I struck out at the rat on my right, who I had already wounded with the initial strike on the head. This time I lunged instead of slashed, doing much more damage. The pincer wasn’t the ideal tool for this job, being more curved than pointed, but it was sharp enough to sink half a hands width into the oversized rodent’s flesh. It let out a howl of pain.

I positioned myself to strike a second blow on its neck, but the other rats were already at my back and prepared to pounce. In my adrenalin-heightened state I heard their breathing quicken and spun to face them. Everything felt like it was in slow motion as my mind perceived the events that were occurring at a pace faster than the reaction time of my body. Years of video game swordplay simulations kicked in and turned my half-spin into a tip slash, drawing blood from one rats’ nose. I couldn’t bring my weapon about in time to deal with the second one, so I lowered my shoulder instead and braced. The rat and I were of comparable weight, and I could keep it from throwing me off my feet with its charge.

As it collided with me, I brought the centipedes pincer up by its glowing red eye and jabbed with the severed insect appendage. There was a wet splotching sound as the eye burst in a spray of blood and fluid and the giant rat hissed it pain. It squirmed and wriggled as I tried to drive the pincer deeper into the rat’s skull.

It responded by latching its jaws around my arm, biting with all its might. I felt an a sharp pain as the rodent’s teeth burrowed into my skin. I heard a cracking sound and what felt like its teeth scraping against the bones in my forearm. At the least, I’d have to worry about infection.

I grit my teeth and ignored my arm. Now that the rat was latched on to me I could put some solid force into the pincer, driving it into the oversized rodent’s eye socket. I must have reached the brain, because the rat went still, and its jaws loosened.

 

Enemy defeated. 10 points awarded.

 

Maybe this rat was the alpha of the bunch, because as soon as its comrades saw that the rat I was fighting was dead they scattered. I glanced down at the grizzly prize at my feet. No resources gained from this one. I suppose that meant there wasn’t anything the ship wanted from it. It was too heavy to carry, and I had no tools to break it down into food. In addition, while rat meat was a small improvement from centipede meat, it still wasn’t something I was desperate enough to try yet. I tried to rip my weapon out of the rat’s skull, but my adrenalin filled strength jammed it in far deeper than regular me could pull. I might have been able to get it out if I used both arms, but I couldn’t move my left arm without an immense amount of pain. I would have expected blood to be dripping out of me by the gallon, but really, I was only losing a couple drops a second.

Still, it was enough blood loss to be scary, so I took off my pants and turned it into a tourniquet and bandage. I would have used my shirt, but I didn’t bring mine with me from the brothel back on earth.

 

***

 

After dealing with the rats the tunnels I passed through became much more regular in shape and direction. The walls were smoother and looked like they’d been widened artificially. I got particularly excited when I saw what had to be writing.

It was a blockish series of chiseled carvings that reminded me of Viking runes. Its creators had inscribed it with a chisel, creating grooves in stone all across a box positioned dead center in the middle of the room. I waved my single remaining mushroom over the intricately carved letters. They were completely unrecognizable. I wasn’t sure if that was just because I didn’t know the language or because the runes were too worn out to be legible, but the only thing I could glean from them was that some sophisticated race had been here. Maybe there was civilization and all its comforts waiting for me just beyond this cave?

“What’s this?” My eyes spotted a gap under the upper lip of the stone. I smiled realizing what I’d just stumbled into. I heaved at the stone lid, paining my aching left forearm. This type of stone seemed to be quite light, and I pulled it up easily.

Inside rested a full set of dirty yellowed bones.

I whooped with joy. I think this may have been the first time anyone had ever smiled at the sight of a skeleton. I’d never studied anatomy, but anyone could tell that this skeleton looked pretty much like I’d figure a human skeleton. On the short and slender side but it had two arms, two legs, and a head. If this hadn’t been a human, it had been something darn close. Maybe an elf? I wouldn’t be able to study and name all the bones without pulling the skeleton out and sticking some fallen pieces back together.

But even greater than the confirmation that there were humanoids in this strange land I’d found myself in, was the discovery of the rusty bronze dagger tied at the skeleton’s waist. There also appeared to be the rusted remains of a sword on the skeleton’s chest, but that was so old what had once been the blade flaked into dust at the lightest touch. The bronze dagger was the only thing that survived. The sword had been a primitive alloy that had long since disintegrated to uselessness. It looked like it had been partially iron, but only along the very tip. Strange, if they had iron why not use it throughout? And why had such a sturdy sheath been built around it?
Unlike the sword, the dagger was made of bronze. It had turned a little green, but for the most part it was intact and useable.

Just as I was about to draw the dagger from the leather sheath at the skeleton’s waist, it reached up and grabbed my wrist with its cold, bony hand.

Nope. Nope. Nope.

I let the lid I was holding slam back down as I yanked my arm out fast as I could. The stone came crashing down on the bony white wrist, shattering the yellowed bones.

Big ass bugs? Okay. Giant rats? I’ll deal. But moving skeletons? They just rubbed me wrong. Mostly because this was clear evidence I wasn’t on Earth any more. Scientists had grown plenty of weird things in recent years. It was possible for them to create the things I’d seen in the laboratory, but this was different. That thing was clearly long dead. And yet it moved. It had no muscles, no digestive track. Even if it could get the energy from somewhere else it had no muscles to use them. It shouldn’t have been able to move at all! It made little sense to me, and that’s what frightened me most.

Until now I’d been able to pretend I’d just been dropped off in some exotic part of Earth, or maybe a theme park in one of the habitation bubbles on Mars. But this was direct evidence to the contrary. No laws of science I’d ever heard could explain this. There were different forces at play here than those Newton and his ilk came up with.

Though the idea of a moving skeleton... that wasn’t new to me, oddly enough. Necromancers were common place in many of my favorite video games. As were all other sorts of magic. An idea struck me that cut through my downcast mood. Instead of treating this like I did in real life, I should think about it more like a video game! How many times had I been dumped in a strange, exotic land that followed different natural rules? In real life, never. But in video games I did it all the time!

Suddenly that skeleton was just a low-ranking mob. Given its physical strength, I should be able to squash it. Especially since I was the one on the outside, and the only one who could open the sarcophagus. That meant I could face the undead on my terms. 

I scanned the surrounding area, looking for tools. All I found were some rocks. I had to pick stuff small enough to lift with just my right arm, since my left would be out of commission for a while. Still, it was heavy enough to do the job. When I was ready I pushed the lid of the sarcophagus end-wise to expose just the skeletons head. Immediately it squirmed to get free. Apparently, I’d awoken it from a long period of dormancy. It didn’t pretend to be dead like the first time I’d opened it. Unfortunately for it, the gap I’d given it was too small for it to easily wriggle out of. 

Or at least that’s what I thought. It turns out that with no muscles and ligaments to tear undead are amazingly flexible. It twisted its arms around like writhing snakes and wormed them through the opening. It was about to use its grip to pull its ribcage through, but I made my move before it could do so.

I brought the big stone crashing down on the undead’s skull, smashing it into a million pieces. It was easy with gravity doing most of the work. As I’d guessed, the monster collapsed into a pile of bones once I smashed the skull. A dim red glow illuminated its eye sockets for a moment before fading.

“Now to loot the corpse!” I whispered to myself. That was always the best part of beating a mob.

 

Enemy defeated. Resources have been added to your inventory. 8 points awarded.

 

Previously, I hadn’t seen the resource acquisition happen with my own eyes, but this time I saw a white-ish light seep out of my body and surround something buried in the skull fragments, glowing with an inherent light.

I sifted my fingers through the fragments for the source of the light. It was an irregular glass bead about the size of a pea. It had a sinister look to it and was black rimmed with crimson. As soon as I touched it I was greeted with another message.

 

Resource acquisition manually overridden.

 

If game economics had taught me anything, gemstones were valuable in a medieval society. I didn’t know what this was, but I was willing to guess it was magical in nature, and was probably worth something. I’d need items like this to trade if I came into contact with the locals. With a shrug I dropped the little jewel into my pocket.

Then I dove in and collected the real prize. The bronze dagger. I perused the rest of the remains looking for anything else useful but came up empty. The little bit of cloth that was intact was so small it would only be of use as a sewing patch or a bandage. I realized either of those might come in handy, so I tucked it into the strap of my underwear, which was my most intact remaining clothing.

 The sheath for the dagger unfortunately was unsalvageable, so I wrapped some scrap cloth around it and stuffed it into my pocket along with the bead.

After a few minutes of hesitation, I grabbed one of the skeleton’s femurs. It would make a good club. Still, it was a bit of a grizzly weapon, even for me. I shook my head to clear it.

“It’s just a monster. You loot things like this all the time.” 

Yeah, in video games.

But beggars can’t be choosers. I grabbed the femur and pulled it free with a jerk. It had a good feel to it in my hands. Good weight with a solid ball of bone on the end for striking. It would make a better weapon than the pincers I’d used before, though I wouldn’t be able to stab anything with a club.

Next priority find water.

My stomach growled.

And then after that, fire and dinner.

 

***

 

An hour later I finally found an exit. There had been more sarcophagi, but they had all been broken open long before and looted of anything worthwhile. The skeletons inside had also been smashed to bits by someone. Clearly, I wasn’t the only one who dealt with these undead creatures by bashing in the skulls.

The blinding light of the noonday sun made me squint as I left the shade of the tunnels. The heat made me feel every bit of grime and dirt that had soaked into my clothes and on my body. Bits of rat and bug blood had splashed all over me and mixed with dirt. I felt disgusting but dealing with that would have to wait until I had something to drink. I had broken a sweat during those three fights and lost precious fluid. In this heat I wouldn’t last two days without a water source.

Why was the sun putting off so damn much heat? Oh, that’s why. The sky above me portrayed a very unusual scene. When I looked up at the sky, I was used to seeing a sun, maybe a moon or some stars depending on the time of day. If you were lucky, you might have been able to spot Mars or Venus.

This sky was different. For starters, there were way, way more celestial bodies than there should have been. Some of them were orange or gray, but many others were blue and green, like lots of little earths scattered throughout the sky. There must have been thousands of Earth-like planets out there.

Those celestial bodies were secondary though, compared to the gigantic monster of a… thing in the sky overhead. The sun was massive in the sky, but it had some sort of shell around it. Like a partially built Dyson sphere. It looked like the Dyson sphere lowered the amount of light that could get to this planet from the sun, and that was likely the only thing that kept this place from becoming like the surface of Mercury, judging by how close the local star seemed to be.

Well that settled it. I wasn’t in Kansas anymore.

The surrounding area was abundant with wildlife. I couldn’t name anything, but it was recognizable. The trees looked like a cross between pine, oak, and maple, and the grass separated into three strands at the tip, but it was close enough to what I was familiar with that I could call it something.

Then I heard the gurgling sound of flowing a flowing stream and broke into a smile. Water! Just what I needed. I followed my ears until I reached the source of the sound. It was a small creek about as wide as I was tall. The water was crystal clear and flowing, which was a good sign.

Still, I’d heard about how many parasites there were in unsanitized water. I’d better build a fire, or a sand filter. I discarded the fire idea because I didn’t think I’d be able to get anything lit with no tools and one arm. Not without a lot of hard work and proper materials. I tried using the small strip of cloth I’d taken from the skeleton wrapped around some sand to make a crude filter, but the water ended up dirtier than if I’d just taken a mouthful strait from the source. After a few minutes of screwing around I gave up and decided to just risk drinking the water. It would be too stupid to die of dehydration right next to a creek because I was too afraid to drink.

I cupped my hands and scooped up a bit of water. I’d sip a little and then wait. Hopefully that way I wouldn’t screw myself over too badly if the water would make me sick.

That plan lasted until the moment the water touched my lips. Instantly my entire body felt a hundred times better. I was still smelly, dirty, and covered in bug and rat juices, but I felt like my mouth and throat felt like they’d been basking in the nectar of the gods for a week.

Was this really water? It was tasteless, but drinking it felt so good. I cupped my hands again for another mouthful. When that method wouldn’t allow me to drink fast enough I lowered my head into the water like an animal and sipped from the stream.

I stuffed myself on water from the creek. It took the edge off my growing hunger and dealt with my thirst. After basking in the amazing feeling of drinking the water I washed up. I took the time to unwind my pants from my forearm and wash the wound in the creek water. The stream water was less likely to give me an infection than the rat spit that was already in it.

It looked much better than I thought it would. In fact, by the time I washed the blood away it looked like the wound had happened days ago instead of hours ago. First I could throw rocks at supernatural speeds and now I was healing extraordinarily fast. Something strange was going on.

I cleaned off my pants and continued using it as a bandage, though I wrapped it looser now that I wasn’t worried about bleeding to death.

After a few minutes of internal debate, I walked upriver, following the creek. It stood to reason that I’d find a small pond or reservoir at some point, which might have fish in it. I fancied my odds at catching fish for dinner more than testing my hunting skills.

 

***

 

As I walked, I kept an eye out for a good spear shaft. Eventually I found one and went to work with my worn bronze knife and soon had it shaved down to a point. Then I split the point twice more to make a four-pronged tip. It was a common design I’d seen for fish spears and I planned to put it to the test. Already I’d seen little minnows swimming in the shallows of the creek, but they were too small to catch without a very fine net. And even if I did I doubt they’d have made much of a meal. But little splashes and the darting forms of startled fish showed there were larger predators in the creek.

I stopped to drink water several more times as I walked. It kept my belly full, though slowly a gnawing hunger developed that water couldn’t quench. The water was still as refreshing as before, but my gut would soon demand something more substantial.

I came to a small waterfall, and I grew eager. The water itself only fell from about head height, and there wasn’t much force behind it, but its presence suggested a more massive body of water behind.

Sure enough, just passed the waterfall was a pond. And inside that pond schools of hand-sized fish were floating about.

“Fire or fish...” I mumbled to myself as I debated what to work on first. Eh, screw it. Raw bug or rat meat was one thing, but people payed good money to buy sushi made with fresh raw fish. I’d just have to inspect the meat for any parasites or signs of disease before I ate, though considering how well all the water I’d drank had gone down, I suspected that this river was sanitary.

That was odd, but I wasn’t about to question it. A sign of magical influence it may be, but it sure was a more welcome one than undead skeletons.

Spearing a fish proved harder than I thought. Refraction caused my aim to be just off, and I had to learn to aim above my target to even get close to spearing a fish. Twice I broke off several of my spear points, and my tool was growing shorter with every mistake. Eventually though I got lucky and speared a fish.

“Got you! Dinner time!” I’d never caught my own food before, but I realized why people enjoyed the process. It was an exhilarating feeling. Human encroachment had wiped out most game animals anywhere outside of reservations back on Earth, and hunting wasn’t something you could do unless you could afford a large amount of land or had membership in an expensive club. Needless to say, I’d had neither. 

It was much larger than the average fish, which probably played into why I could hit it. It was a big flat creature, the width of two hands and twice as wide. It looked like a silver scaled rectangle flopping about on the end of my spear. When I lifted it out of the water its weight caused it to slide off the bent and abused prongs of my fish spear. I wasn’t about to let my prize drift away on me and so I reached after it. The chunk of soil I was on gave way and sent me tumbling into the mud. Apparently, the lake bed wasn’t as solid as it looked. What seemed to be water only three feet deep was actually shallow water with a four-foot layer of mud and sediment interspersed with tall, jagged rocks. I was lucky I didn’t skewer myself in my fall. I’d be picking a better fishing spot in the future.

I just barely grabbed my fish, though my fish spear fell from my grasp and drifted off down the water fall. Oh well, I wouldn’t need another one until I got hungry again. I crawled out of the mud, prize in hand and went about the work of filleting the fish. Luckily I’d already removed my bronze knife after converting the traditional spear to a fish spear, so losing a stick was a small loss when there were plenty around.

I knew enough about fish that you wanted to cut the gills. This bleed them out quickly, which served both to keep the fish from suffering and from souring the meat with the chemicals it would excrete in a prolonged fight for its life.

It wasn’t really necessary considering my wooden spear tip had already pierced straight through it, but this was my first time actually preparing a live fish, so I’d be doing it by the book, if only just this once.

The dorsal fin of the fish was a bright teal color, blending in smoothly with the pale underbelly. It had some teeth on it, so it was likely this fish was a predator. I called the things ‘white fin river fish’, if only to give them a name. They had white fins, and I’d found them in the stream after all.

I knew the theory behind lighting a fire but doing so in reality was a lot harder. First I tried rubbing two sticks together, but my left arm was still too hurt for that. I might have the book knowledge of how a caveman might start a fire, but I still lacked the technique. Eventually I settled on gutting and cleaning the fish and washing the meat off as best I could with water from the stream.

Then I opened my mouth and dropped the raw fish meat in. The texture was terrible. Squishy and slimy and not at all like sushi, let alone a good plate of salmon. But there was something else to it that made my mouth water with hunger. Like a nutrient I’d been craving all my life, and only now did my body recognize its desperate need.

It was like the water, only a thousand times more powerful. My mouth tingled the strange sensation was so strong. I had to have more.

Within minutes I’d eaten the entire fish. Physically I was stuffed, and yet my body demanded I catch another. I gave myself a moment to relax as I went through the process of finding and crafting a better fish spear. It had been a long day, and I wanted to give myself a chance to set up a long-term plan. I’d need to think about shelter and better tools and eventually satisfying the needs of Mac and figuring out this interface the wizard had given me. I wasn’t sure how much reserve power was left in that thing, but Mac wouldn’t be able to function indefinitely. Especially with his fixation on keeping things spotlessly clean.

There was a lot I could do here. For one, building fish traps and crab traps would make getting food effortless. I also considered building a shelter. A camp of sorts would go a long way towards making me more comfortable, and I couldn’t constantly be making trips down to stay with Mac if it would eat deep into my working hours. Plus, I had no intention of braving through those skeletons, giant rats, and massive centipedes daily.

I’d also need some proper weapons. I could turn the bronze dagger into a decent bronze-tipped spear, but if there were worse threats than what I’d faced that might not be enough. I’d want some clothes too. Already the only intact piece of my wardrobe was my underwear. That was nice and comfortable considering the heat, but running around nearly nearly naked wasn’t a good idea when fighting monsters.

I would not be weaving linen any time soon, but if I could make some string I could probably craft some primitive armor. Just walking around barefoot would probably give me blisters sooner rather than later, so making shoes was a must.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

I spent the next week setting up a respectable camp. I managed to scrape together some dead branches from something that resembled a pine tree and set up a lean-to. I needn’t have bothered. In the end the bed I made was damp and smelly and much less pleasant than simply sleeping out in the open air.

One comforting discovery I found was that nighttime was much brighter on this world than it was back on Earth. With thousands of celestial bodies floating through the sky, there was more surface area to reflect sunlight. That meant I could see fine once I had some time to adjust my vision to the dark.

This place was a tropical paradise. With no mosquitoes to boot, I imagined people would pay quite a bit of good money to vacation here. I bet Sam and Dean partied it up while they were waiting for me. They probably waited months. My mood turned darker as I remembered I was alone.

On the seventh day, I finally managed to get a fire going. I’d like to say my hard work and dedication was what lent me success, but really it was luck. I managed to get a particularly dry bit of moss smoldering, while the wind blew in just the right way to light up some nearby leaves.

Regardless, I managed to get a fire lit. I hadn’t had any intestinal problems thus far, but I decided not to push my luck and started cooking my food from then on, carefully nursing the fire so it never went completely out. Now that I could cook things, I started branching out from just the white fin river fish to more adventurous foods. As good as the fish was, I craved some variety. I found something that looked a little bit like a crayfish with three arms while digging around in the water and took to roasting them on a hot rock, but they were more trouble to eat than they were worth.

One depressing fact I found is that the white fin fish didn’t taste anywhere near as delicious when cooked. Sure, the slimy texture was gone, but so was that rush of vitality whenever I ate it. Still, I’d be cooking my food from now on. I just couldn’t risk food poisoning while I was living alone in the woods. I needed to be in top form always.

I did, however, hit the jackpot on some of the tall grasses growing in the shallows of the river bed. I tried cooking them to eat, only to find they were extraordinarily stringy. They were no good for food, but once dried the fibers were long and tough. I’d started weaving it into some crude string.

The crude string was immediately useful as a vital component of my cone-style fish trap. I’d throw some of my food remains in there and when I pulled it out there’d invariably be one or two white finned fish in there, along with a bunch of the three-clawed crayfish.

I was still desperately lacking in tools. I’d tried to cut down a tree with my bronze knife, but that was an exercise in futility. In the end, most of my tools were made of sticks and wood. The lack of a proper axe was really hindering my ability to build structures. That and my aching arm.

Although that problem had been fixing itself at a remarkable rate. Every day it seemed a little bit better than the day before. I’d pin it on the clean outdoor living, but I couldn’t help but in my mind I knew there was something more to it. There was a certain vitality that infused the world of this place. A zeal in every substance that could bend the physical laws in its own favor.

That was what I felt, and it was my best hypothesis, but I had no real way of testing it at the moment. Whatever was happening though, I was healing abnormally fast. I wasn’t one to look a gift horse in the mouth, but the skeptic in me couldn’t help but think that there must be a drawback somewhere. At the very least, I doubted the magic of this world was out to assist me exclusively.

Eventually, I traced my steps back to the entrance to the cave. I marked it out and started burning wood and collecting charcoal. That was mostly carbon, right? Hopefully, it would be good enough for Mac.

By the time my arm finally healed, I’d been able to wrap both forearms with some thick tree bark bound onto my body with my homemade string. I’d crafted something for my back and chest out of two bigger sheets and had made something akin to a loincloth out of some remaining pieces. My best spear was sitting on my shoulder, tipped with my bronze dagger. The weapon was getting a bit dull from all the use it was seeing, so I really hoped I’d be able to find another one on my way back.

I decided to leave the charcoal behind for the first dive. I wanted to map out the top layers of the cave network before I started going lower and looking for chamber Mac and the inter-dimensional ship I’d inherited ended up. I rubbed at the symbol that the pocket watch had burned onto my chest. Instead of lightening with time, it had seemed to only grow deeper. The man in the circle had started as a dim gray and was now a more vibrant black, matching the broken circle that surrounded him.

That symbol was connected to the ship, and probably responsible for me getting this interface overlayed on my vision. If I could understand and unlock its secrets, I was certain I’d be able to return home.

And so, I set off, armed and armored, ready to dive into a cave full of deadly monsters.

 

***

 

The first thing I ran into was fairly mundane. It was a giant snail with a big snail shell. I would have freaked out if I saw it while first coming up through these tunnels, but now I saw it as more useful than dangerous.

The thick shell would make an excellent bowl. I hadn’t perfected my clay-firing technique yet and hadn’t gotten good pottery going. If this snail shell could take the heat of a fire, I’d be able to boil water! At the least, I’d be making sure what I drank was sterile. Failing that, at least I’d be able to make a soup.

Killing the snail proved difficult. It simply tucked its head into its shell and hid until I got close. At that point it would emerge and try to rip my face off.

Luckily it wasn’t too intelligent. I waited very quietly until it thought I was gone. Then when it stuck its head out I jammed my spear through the open gap its shell as its jaws thrust outward. I stirred its insides up with my spear until it stopped moving. Then I had a fancy new bowl. I tried eating the snail itself, but it was just too gooey for me. I think that maybe I prepared it wrong, because this definitely didn’t taste like a delicacy.

 

Enemy defeated. Resources have been added to your inventory. 5 points awarded.

 

After a few more dives I had the top layers of the caves mostly memorized. Anything further than that and I’d need to bring a light source. I still had the glowing piece of glass I’d taken from the ship, but the light it provided was dim. I was somewhat afraid of bringing a torch. All the varieties I’d tried to craft thus far were made of tree sap and billowed smoke. I’d hate to fill the tunnels with smoke from my own torch and choke to death.

Although that did give me the idea of lighting a fire at the mouth of the cave. I chose a windy day and walled most of the place off. The pine-like trees had leaves that produced enormous amounts of smoke, and I funneled as much of that as I could into the cave system.

I got a few rats to come charging out, but nothing as big as the alpha rat I had fought before. With my new spear and bark armor they weren’t much of a challenge.

 

Enemies defeated. Points awarded.

 

After giving the smoke a few days to clear, I decided now was the time to look for Mac. I had amassed over two hundred points by now from all the little things I’d been fighting and was eager to find out how to spend them. I almost blew them all on what the interface could show me, but instead I decided to wait for Mac’s opinion.

Finding him actually took a lot less time than I thought. It turns out; he wasn’t that far down, but much of the second layer of the cave system wound around in a big circle. I must have spent hours following the right-hand side of the wall going around in a big circle. A few left hands turns and I would have been out in no time.

“Ah! It’s a barbarian savage!” Mac yelled as I opened the door. The place was much, much cleaner than it had been before. I wasn’t sure how Mac was scrubbing the place without a body, but whatever he had done it was suddenly in better shape than it was when I’d first seen it.

“It’s me Mac. Theo.”

“I know it is. That still doesn’t make you a barbarian savage. Close the door behind you. Last time you left I caught a glimpse of some sort of slug monster. Can you believe that? A slug monster! Absolutely disgusting. This place is dirty and gross, and I hate it.”

“Well, I’ve brought something that might make you feel a little better.” I unslung my pants from over my shoulder. I’d tied off the ankles and used them to haul charcoal down to the lower levels of the cave.

“Whatever you do, do not drop that on my floors.” Mac warned.

I put the bag of pants down as gently as possible. A puff of black smoke still filled the air.

 

Carbon detected. Add to resource supply? Yes / No

 

That was easier than expected. I thought I’d have to fiddle with the interface. I selected yes, and the carbon disappeared into a mist of blue sparks, leaving nothing behind but my pants. I untied the knots at the ankles and checked the insides. Completely spotless.

“I know.” Mac remarked. “It’s beautiful isn’t it? The mess just vanishes like it was never there in the first place!”

“Yes, it’s very convenient.” I replied idly as I pulled up the menu to check on how many more kilograms of charcoal I’d need to haul down here. To get that emergency mana generator running.

 

Repair emergency mana generator [19.823 points]	

 

So, I managed to reduce the resource demand by 0.177 points. That actually wasn’t that bad. Except that I wouldn’t be able to do this indefinitely. The mana generator only required so much raw carbon.

“So, you’re sure that this mana generator thing is going to enable a lot more functions than what we have right now?”

“Definitely. I’ve been talking to the ship’s computers. She calls herself The Wanderer by the way, and she’s shown me some truly spectacular things! This ship has the ability to grow and expand like a living entity, so long as it has the resources.”

“Well then let’s buy the mana generator!” I exclaimed with excitement. Then I frowned. “Wait. I don’t want to waste these points if I don’t have to. Let me max out the carbon demand. That’s easy enough for me to do, and it will save us a few of these points. Otherwise I have to fight for these things.”

It took me a few more loads, and each time I was highly tempted to just throw the points at it and see what would happen. Years of penny pinching had taught me patience though. When the cost for the emergency mana generator stopped decreasing, I finally pushed the button.

 

Repair emergency mana generator [18 points]

233.49 points available. Yes / No

 

I watched as the number points I had went down to 215.49. As it did, one corner of the room started moving and shaking. The glass tubes in that area started rearranging themselves in thin air.

Light glowed in geometric patterns, weaving itself into hexagons and cubes. As the light faded, a layer of plasticky material was left behind. It looked like there was an invisible 3D printer rendering the mana generator out of thin air.

After about a minute, the device was built. It was about the size of my head, with a big rotating cylinder in the center, which was turning slowly through no discern-able means.

“Well?” I asked Mac. Maybe he could see something I couldn’t, because from where I was standing there was a lot of nothing happening.

“I can feel the batteries charging, Theo!” Mac said excitedly.

“Oh, so it’s just an electric generator.” Honestly, I was a bit disappointed. Since The Wanderer’s system tacked the word mana in front I expected something… magical.

“Say, Mac. What does this thing take for fuel?”

“It doesn’t! I’m reading the read-me file right now. It converts local ambient energy directly into a fundamental source of energy! The files seem to refer to this energy as ‘mana’.”

“That’s actually… really, really good.” I said with a smile. No hauling endless piles of fuel to feed a furnace. No steam turbines that need to be maintained. This was my kind of magic.

“I’ll say, if I had one of these back home, I might have even been able to go portable! No more need to leave my CPU’s screwed into a wall, I’d be free to take my real body wherever I wanted. I’ve always wanted to visit the arctic circle. All that clean, white snow around, and no danger of overheating…”

“So, Mac.” I tried to snap the AI out of its daydream. “Have you found anything that will help on your trawls through the ships data? Any way back?”

“I believe I have found a method that will allow me to synthesize custom structures using points, which I now understand to be a unit denoting a specific amount of energy and matter resources generated by the ship. It’s not terribly efficient though, which is why bringing the raw materials cuts down on costs significantly.”

“Hot dam! That means we can make tools!” I mentally took back what I said about not having enough magic.

“Yes, simple hand tools should be well within my capacity to make. Although I believe the mechanisms for constructing things out of a material other than the black plastic the mana generator is made out of are not yet functional. That being said, now that we have a steady supply of mana, I can begin rebuilding in earnest.

“Speaking of, I need you to give me asset management rights. As it is, what I can do is extremely limited. This place would be so much cleaner by now if the algorithm controlling the ship would let me rearrange things.”

 

Would you like to bestow your Human Interface Unit with the rights to spend your points and rearrange the customizable areas of The Wanderer?

 

“Alright, but no spending all the points on cleaning supplies. I want your first priority to be anything that will be immediately useful to me. I know if I give you half the chance you’ll turn this highly advanced alien piece of technology into a carwash.”

Mac muttered something about my dirty, impure soul.

“Oh, there’s one other thing I should mention.” Mac said to stop me from leaving. “I found a video file while trawling through what regions of the ships data banks I have access to. I think you are the intended recipient. It features someone who I believe to match your description of ‘bald alien wizard man’. Also, it was titled ‘Play for Theo’”.

“Well put it up then.” I said with a shrug.

The guy who showed up on the screen was mostly identical to the one I’d seen in the elvish brothel.

 

“It seems you’ve successfully made it to your destination! Good thing too. Sometimes people get fried when trying to bond to one of our units. I was worried there for the first hundred years, but it seems you pulled through okay.

“Now I’m sure you’ve got a whole slew of questions. I’m going to answer a few of the more important ones.

“I’m sure you’ve already noticed that you’re not on Earth anymore. In fact, you are quite far away from your old home planet, both in terms of space and time. It’s possible for you to one day get home, but honestly? You didn’t seem too happy back there anyway.

“The place you’ve now found yourself is usually referred to as The Ten Thousand Worlds. Mostly because there are, as you might expect, ten thousand worlds orbiting the remains of one my old companion’s ship. He, like you, was granted a ship like The Wanderer, and grew it into that massive thing you see in the sky up there. He built these ten thousand worlds as a playground of sorts.

“You’re on one of those ten thousand worlds now. Your job, should you survive these crucial few months, is to get The Wanderer in working order. Once you’re operational, I’ll start sending you some real missions. Keep in mind though, you’re not the only person we sent here. The other Travelers are not your friends. This is a battle royal, winner take all.”

The screen went black for a moment, before quickly going live again. This last bit must have been edited on afterward.

“I should mention that my old friend was a bit of a pervert, so he sculpted this world according to his fantasies. Have fun with that! Also, stop calling me Baldy!”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

Mac sent me off with some new tools made out of the black plastic material and his best attempt at a proper shirt. It wasn’t very stylish, and the weave was so coarse that it was practically a fishing net, but it was better than nothing. It was itchy, but at least it did the job. At the very least, it would be easy to loop some of my new tools through it. Plus, the design made it very easy to stick new strands of bark too, making armor repairs fast and easy.

There were a lot of questions raised by Baldy’s recording. Yes, I was going to keep calling him Baldy. In the end, I decided to just table those questions for a later date. Finding security for the next month was what I needed to focus on. The long-term planning could wait.

The plastic Mac made the tools out of didn’t seem to hold an edge well, so our attempts at blades and saws were doomed to failure. I did have a nice shovel though, and a big Viking-style center grip shield. Mac also made me a new spear shaft and a couple of exchangeable grips that would hold my bronze dagger in place better than friction and my homemade string.

I also had a proper bucket which would be useful. Mac assured me it could take full boiling temperatures, but I still worried about putting it in a fire. Still, if it worked at all I’d use it over the snail shell.

Mac had also come up with some thin sheets of plastic that I could fold into a cube. These would be handy for making sunbaked bricks. The clay around here wasn’t very good, but if I cleaned it up a little in the bucket I might be able to start building out of clay.

All those toys were nice, but Mac’s best creation by far were the shoes he made me. Really, they were more like closed-toe sandals, but already my feet were thanking me for not having to endure the rough stone ground on their own.

All in all, it only cost me another 30 points.

Mac insisted that we get the scanner operational as soon as possible. Apparently, it would allow us to communicate even when I was on the surface, so long as I didn’t go too far away.

I agreed with him that such an ability would be very welcome. It was a little lonesome back at camp by myself, and it was probably even worse for Mac buried underground as he was.

That brought me back to the last item that Mac had given to me. It was a shallow dish in the shape and size of a dinner plate, with a variety of ridges lining the sides. I’d spotted some magnetite in the area around here, but I didn’t have the man power or infrastructure to go mining. So, I’d be panning for precious metals. With any luck, my little camp would be able to enter the iron age soon.

 

***

 

Panning in the creek didn’t give me any nuggets of gold, but I got a lot of black sand. Hematite and magnetite probably, which was good. I dedicated a few hours a day to planning and the rest to building a furnace out of clay.

I’d actually gotten quite a bit of metal thus far. Once I got down to a pan full of black sand, I dumped it in my bucket. There were more than a few bits of gold floating around there amids all that iron. Not nuggets, but tiny little specs. Gold doesn’t alloy well with iron and melts at a significantly lower temperature. Gold was always valuable, Mac had assured me The Wanderer could certainly use it to offset some point costs, but I was more interested in having trade goods with the locals. Honestly, with the amount of gold in this area, I suspected that the creek must pass through a rich gold vein somewhere nearby.

Making a furnace ended up being harder than I thought. The creek wasn’t as rich in clay as it was in iron or gold, so I had to grab a bucket of mud and let it settle so I could pour the silt off the top and the sand off the bottom to get good clay. I ended up getting a dozen more buckets from Mac and getting a real production line going for both the metals and they clay.

My fire, which I had desperately kept burning so I wouldn’t have to struggle to light a new one, was forcing me to range ever further for more fuel. What I really needed were big logs that would burn all day and all night, and to set up a big pile of them aside as fuel for the whole week. Unfortunately, even with my new access to plastic tools, cutting down trees proved to be a lot of work. The woods around here was made up of old growth trees, which meant they were so thick I couldn’t wrap myself even a fifth of the way around their trunks.

The bark on those monsters laughed at my tiny little bronze dagger. My arms would ache long before the tree even thought about falling. Stripping off a little to weave into my clothes wasn’t too hard, but trying to take one of these trees down was an exercise in futility.

Luckily there was still enough dead, dry wood and small branches for the time being, though I might have to consider moving camp. Once my furnace got going, I’d need to make lots of charcoal, and that would take a lot of wood. Still, my traps were still performing in this area, and by now they were thoroughly covered with plant matter, which made moving them quite a burden.

I’d caught a few signs of the local wildlife too, beyond fish and plants. One of the creatures in this area was a three-eyed bunny. I’d made several attempts at making traps to catch one of them, but the things must have been smarter than the Earth variety, because they always steered clear of anything I managed to set up. Observing them wasn’t fruitless, however. After watching one of them pull and tug at a reddish-green weed, I saw it pull out a huge tuber.

I’d just assumed the plant was a weed, but it was actually something that was a cross between a carrot and a potato. It was a nice addition to my diet. A few more vegetables and I could make fish stew.

Mac and I actually came up with a clever idea for getting some gold out, eventually. The scanner ended up needing iron, so I’d haul down a bucket of black sand, scraping off the lighter bits and just leaving the heaviest portion, where the gold was located.

The iron disappeared in a flash of light, off to wherever the stuff is stored by the functions of The Wanderer’s systems Mac doesn’t yet have access too. I ended up with about enough gold to make a penny. The early version of my furnace which was little more than a column of clay bricks and some charcoal was just barely enough to get the gold melted into a vaguely disk-like shape. I even ended up having to ditch my prototype crucible to get it out, but I ended up with a small gold coin. Not bad for a few weeks of work. You could actually make a living doing this.

[Ah, it warms my digital heart to see ugly little specs of dirt turn into a beautiful clean piece of pure gold.]

I jumped at the sudden voice in my head and looked around. It took me a few seconds to figure out what was happening.

“You bought the scanner?” I asked Mac. He sounded different from before. Like he was talking directly out of my head instead of through a speaker.

	[I determined that it was unlikely you would be able to lower the point cost any further through your labors. Thus, I made the executive decision that any small amount of points lost would be mitigated by the efficiency provided by me having a direct line of communication with you on a continuous basis.”

“Gee, Mac. You saying you missed me?]

[I merely wanted to imply that you’d get work done quicker with my guidance.] Mac chided sardonically. He’d gotten friendlier with me since coming to this world. Before he’d been simply my long-time contracted personal assistant, but now we both knew we were in this mess together.

“That should be the last thing to get the command center fully repaired and operational, right?”

[That’s right! Things are just now coming online again!]

We’d had 185 points before. Mac just bought the scanner…

 

Total points: 92

 

So, the scanner ended up costing us 93 points, I wasn’t happy about being so low but at least we had something to work with.

“Well? Did we gain anything besides the ability to talk at moderate distances?” I asked Mac.

[Actually, the ability to communicate with you mentally at this distance was brought about by the control center coming fully online. Not because of the scanner, although I think that the scanner is useful all on its own. It does just as its name would suggest, it allows me to create a 3D model of the surrounding area, updating about once an hour. I’ve already been able to map much of the tunnels below me. I think it might worthwhile to explore down there. The Wanderer is telling me that some of the items down below might be able to aid in its growth].

I nodded, though I realized there was no way Mac could see the gesture. “Good. I’ll feel much safer if I’ve got you with a map, scanning for anything big and dangerous. I’ll feel even better once I get some iron tools at my side too.”

I hadn’t forgotten that I’d gotten the bronze dagger from those caves. If there was other good stuff waiting to be collected, I wanted it. I was under no illusion that I’d be able to make top-quality iron by collecting it from the river bed. Even if Mac and I could come up with the right chemical formulas, I just didn’t have the infrastructure or the personal skill.

I ended up smashing up most of the snail shell for the calcium carbonate. I left enough for a decent bowl but much of the shell would become flux for the furnace. I’d get my coke from wood, which just came from some leftover charcoal.

For my furnace, I’d constructed something called a draft furnace, based on some designs we’d come up with. In the end, it still wasn’t quite hot enough to melt iron, so I’d needed to add a blower. Between me blowing air in with a simple fan and crank mechanism Mac printed up and the natural buoyancy of hot air sucking more air up into the furnace as it left out the smoke stack I was able to get something pretty darn hot.

In the end, with Mac’s help, I was able to get about a kilogram of cast iron from a couple weeks work. Cast iron is very brittle and doesn’t make very good bladed edges. Luckily, Mac was able to build me a plastic handle that fit a good rock I found, making a hammer. Really, I should have thought of making such a tool earlier, since the stone hammer made quite a good club.

I was lucky I’d downloaded those educational packets, and that I had Mac with me, because making metal tools required a lot of work. There were a dozen times I was on the verge of giving up and would have if not for Mac assuring me that I just needed to give it one last try.

By Mac’s count, it had been about a month and a half of work, but in the end, I made a big, dull blade. It was somewhere between a dagger and a short sword in length, but it was pointed and would make a decent sidearm in case something got inside the range of my spear. Mac printed up a sheath for it that would be fixed to the inside of the new shield he was making, so I could draw it the moment something got in close.

It was a far cry from the full body plate I’d hoped to have by now, but it was better than having my only real weapon at the end of my spear.

What finally moved me into action was when Mac told me he’d fully mapped out the third level and had assured me that there were only two types of creatures down there that would be big enough to be a threat to me. One was those centipede things, and the other was a species of giant lizards that preyed on the rats. It was probably one of them I’d heard roar when I first stepped outside. For the lizard, he’d figured out where they nested and their general routes through the place, and I’d be arriving through the entrance furthest from their nests during a time when most of them would be sleeping. The centipedes would have to been scanned for and avoided on an individual basis.

 

***

 

“If I get killed by a giant slug, I’m going to crawl towards you and with my last dying breath bleed all over your floor.”

[I would be asking you to go some place so messy if I didn’t think the rewards were worth it. Odds are, you won’t even need your weapons.] Mac said. [Just listen to my clean, soothing voice and you’ll be in and out in no time.]

“Thanks, but I think I’ll stay armed and armored all the same.”

I trudged my way into the underground tunnels. By now the subterranean passageways were familiar to me. I was able to get to Mac’s position in the cave system in no time at all. I hadn’t seen any sign of the big centipedes or the giant rats since I cleared this place out with smoke. Maybe the fact that I regularly patrolled this path kept the smaller creatures away.

	Mac handed me off a light source. It was a much bigger glass cylinder than the one I had previously obtained. Apparently, the ship had been growing more ever since the power was turned back on.

	Soon enough, I was wandering through the damp passageways as Mac whispered directions in my ear.

	[Take a left-hand turn by that filthy splotch of moss on the right. Now continue on beyond that puddle of disgusting liquid. I couldn’t identify it, but it sure looked nasty on the scanner.]

I bent down and touched the liquid. My hands came away sticky. “Crude oil maybe?”

Soon, I came to the first spot that Mac had marked. As I turned the last bend, I immediately noticed a dark green crystal about the size of my finger jutting down from the ceiling of the cave.

“Hey Mac? Is this first item of interest hanging down by the ceiling of the cave?” whispered.

[Yes, it should be a hexagonal cylinder. Do you see it?]

“Yeah, it’s some sort of glowing crystal. I’ll try and break it off as cleanly as possible so you can examine it in person.” I said as I tried to get as much of the crystal as possible. It snapped like glass and left a smooth edge. I didn’t quite get all of it, as the crystal clearly continued on into the ceiling of the cave. “Got it.”

“Good, the big lizard that hunts in this area is still sleeping, so we’ve got time to hit up the second location of interest.”

“What’s that about a big lizard creature?” I asked suspiciously.

[Oh nothing, Theo. You just do your human work while your friendly AI does all the hard thinking and planning.]

I snorted in response, but I kept it quiet. If there really was a big lizard creature, I’d prefer to avoid it.

[Okay.] Mac began, his tone becoming serious again. [Continue down the same direction we were headed. Forward and to the left. There should be a round chamber with two entrances. The main one will be directly across from you, you’re coming in from a side entrance.

“I don’t get a huge amount of detail on this scanner, but I’ve picked up multiple items of interest in that room. They’re small, a little bigger than that crystal you just picked up. Word of caution though, they appear to move every time I’m able to do a new scan, so it is entirely likely that they are some sort of living creature. Observe them before making a move.]

Soon I came to a small room filled with ankle-deep water.

“The ground is covered in water, Mac. I can’t see anything.”

[Based on my scans, there’s usually a sizable number of these things sitting on top of the water or near the edges of the pool. Look closer.]

That’s when I noticed something squirming under my foot. It was a little blue beetle that seemed to blend in extremely well with the water in the underground pool. They must have incredibly tough shells to be able to survive me stepping on them.

I decided I’d have to collect a few of them just so Mac could determine if these were in fact the item of interest. If they were, I’d come back with the proper tools.

And so, I started scrambling in the mud trying to pick up beetles. They were fast and tough little insects though, and some of them could pinch quite hard. Eventually I decided to just try to stab the mean little creatures with my spear, but much to my surprise the bronze spear point kept bouncing off their shells.

Eventually, I managed to skewer one, but only because I switched to my fancy new iron short sword. I hated to blunt my brand-new weapon on the hard rocks of the cave floor, but I’d already promised myself I’d buff out any scratches at the next available opportunity.

I was so immersed in the process of collecting bugs that I didn’t even notice when a group of people approached from the other entrance.

They spotted me at the same moment I spotted them. None of them were particularly hulking in mass, and they all shared the same hair color, a pale shade of blue. They were wearing a mixed assortment of cloth and robes that looked like they belonged in a fantasy game.

That wasn’t the only thing that gave me the fantasy vibe though. Each one of these newcomers sported a pair of pointed ears. They were elves after the same manner as the ones I’d seen in the brothel back on Earth.

	What’s more, all of them were female. Based on the size of their… assets… I was certain each one of them was over the age of eighteen, but I couldn’t spot anything more than that. Maybe it was just the difference in species talking, but they all looked like they were somewhere between twenty and forty.

The biggest breasted one was wearing a sort of leather that had been studded with the shells of the various beetles into something that looked an attempt at studded leather armor. I’d always been told that studded leather armor was just a fantasy thing, and it was never really used in medieval times. But I suppose big breasted elf warriors don’t take their fashion advice from historical re-enactors.

“Chaka!” The big-breasted elf bellowed. Strangely, she sheathed her sword, which appeared to be made of some sort of gray wood. Instead of trying to swing at me, she opened her arms and ran at me, like she intended to tackle me to the ground.

I wasn’t about to let that happen. I buried the butt of my spear in the ground like I was preparing to face a charging bear. Honestly big elf wasn’t that far off from one in terms of size or musculature. Nothing sleek and slender about this one, she had the muscles of an Amazon.

I quickly learned that an elf is not fooled as easily as a bear. She brought herself to a stop just before impaling herself on the spear and swept the point aside with a backhand. Then she dove towards me, fingers extended like claws ready to dive onto me. I had a brief moment to consider the fact that she dropped her weapon to her side and sought to subdue me with her bare hands. That meant she wanted to capture me alive.

Our eyes met in that moment, and I noticed something strange in them. She wasn’t snarling in anger or battle lust, but her face had a heated flush to it. Coupled with her wide eyes and a creepy grin on her face I’d almost say she was aroused.

These elves were hot, but death by snu-snu wasn’t on my list of things to do today. I drew my iron short sword. That actually caused a flicker of fear in the elf’s expression, and she backed away for a pace. Then her friends caught up and her confidence returned.

I started backing up quickly, waving the short sword in front of me.

[Theo! The latest scan came back, there’s six human-sized creatures approaching your position, get out of there!]

“Too little too late Mac!” I snarled angrily.

One of the elves dived too close, and I managed to nick an exposed hand. She was wearing thick leather gloves, presumably for picking up beetles, which turned what might have been a hand-severing blow into a light scratch. Whatever leather those gloves were made out of, it was tough.

Still, she howled in pain and fell back like her flesh was being seared by a hot iron. Maybe it was. Wasn’t there some legend about fay creatures having a weakness to cold iron?

At any rate, two of the elves pulled their injured comrade back. The big one was still coming at me aggressively though.

“Stay back! Or I’ll slice you too!” I shouted warningly at her.

She cocked her head, having not understood a word of what I was saying.

“Ye’shu, chaka!” She bellowed in reply, along with a whole line of nonsense.

 

Unknown language detected. Assembling Database…

 

Now was not the time for a big blue screen to appear in my vision. Luckily, I was able to wave it away with a thought, but that might have been a problem if one of the elves had chosen to strike at the exact moment I’d become distracted. There had to be some settings to change that would fix that. I resolved to deal with it as soon as I was free.

The notion of distractions gave me an idea. I purposely made a misstep while trying to move backwards, making it look like I was about to stumble. Sure enough, my opponent dived towards me, ready to take advantage of my perceived weakness.

But it was a rouse. I kept my eyes on her while I quickly regained my footing and turned my half-stumble into a spin. That’s when I pivoted and slashed for her face with my sword.

I thought that would be the end of the fight, but just before I made contact with her, her face turned blue. And I don’t mean turned blue as in she’d been holding her breath. Her face literally turned a deep shade of murky blue, mirroring the beetle carapaces on her chest.

My sword came to a dead stop against her face, not cutting her in the least. It was like I’d tried to slash a piece of stone. Instead of cutting into her flesh, the tip of my sword shattered off. Apparently, I hadn’t hammered it enough if it was still that brittle.

Still, the attack wasn’t entirely useless. As soon as my blade fell away, she collapsed to her knees and clutched at her face. There was no visible marking there, but her eyes were screwed as if she was enduring incredible pain.

She was disabled for the time being, and that was good enough for me. My objective was to get away, not kill her. Besides, she was kind of cute, in an aggressive, muscular sort of way. I couldn’t really bring myself to ruin a pretty face while she was helpless.

Besides, it wouldn’t be wise to stay. She had friends not far behind. One of them had already caught up, but thankfully she seemed more interested in tending to the big-breasted elf than in attacking me. So, I made my quick escape.

I made it back to Mac and sealed the hatch behind me. Luckily the cleaning-obsessed AI hadn’t gotten to polishing the outside until it sparkled, and it still blended in reasonably well with the surrounding stone while the door was closed.

“Mac, there were elves down there.”

[Elves. Oh great. First you convince me to go to an elven brothel and now you drag me into a world where I’m stuck with the damnable things.]

“I lost both my weapons. No more bronze spear, and I’m stuck with half an iron sword. It will take we weeks to repair this thing.”

[I can give you another set of plastic blades. I think I’ve made the design a bit better this time around.]

I shook my head. “Save the points. We’re going to run low soon as it is. Oh, not everything was a waste though.” I reached into the pockets of my now thoroughly worn out pants. Out of one pocket I pulled a crushed beetle and out of the other I pulled the piece of crystal.

“Ah! Perfect. Let’s give those things a try. You should be getting a pop up any second now…”

 

Resources detected. Dismantle for points? Yes / No

 

I selected yes, and the two items vanished from my hands. “What’s the haul?” I asked Mac. His voice was no longer echoing through my head now that I was within the ship and able to talk in person.

“Twenty points for the crystal and twelve for the bug. Would have been more if the shell was intact. It brings your total up to one-twenty-four.”

I nodded appreciatively. “That’s actually really good, considering that you can make a plastic shield for what? Half a point? And simple tools for even less. It might be enough for me to risk going down there with a bucket and trying to grab a few dozen of those bugs.”

“Yes, maybe. Although I should point out that with the basic mana generator up and running, The Wanderer has massively increased its passive resources generation system. We now get a new one about once a day, and I speculate things will only increase from here.”

“Oh, speaking of, have any new options popped up now that we’ve repaired the command center?”

“Lots! There’re all sorts of things we can buy, take a look for yourself!”

 

Smith’s Workshop [200 points]

Personal Chambers [100 points]

Hydroponic farm [300 points]

Dimensional storage [200 points]

Alchemist’s Laboratory [200 points]

Medical Bay [400 points]

 

“Smith’s Workshop seems like it would be quite useful to us right now.”

[I know.] Mac said sadly. [As much as I’d like to have access to the many cleaning solvents that could be provided by an alchemist’s laboratory, I understand your fixation on metal. It makes sense that you’d have metal envy. After all, you humans are born with just a bit of iron in your blood and little else.]

“Haha, I assure you, I’m not jealous of the fact that you occupy a tiny immobile box.”

	[Mind over body, my fleshy minion.] Mac said.

I spent a bit more time keeping Mac company before hunger forced me to leave. I wanted to be certain that the elves wouldn’t track me back to my camp.

I looked at the only one I could afford. “What will Personal Chambers give us?”

[Mostly what it sounds like.] Mac answered. [It’s a room with a bed and a closet. It comes with a few sets of clothes, although nothing spectacular. All these rooms require additional improvements before they become really interesting. Based on the files I’ve been reading, if you invested a few thousand points into Personal Chambers upgrades, you could build a bedroom fit for an emperor!]

“So just buying the room doesn’t give us the whole kit. It just makes room for additional upgrades. That figures. What about the medical bay and dimensional storage?”

[The medical bay is fairly highly priced, but it starts out with more than just basic supplies like the Smith’s Workshop. You get a rudimentary medical drone capable of keeping you alive through any reasonable injury. It won’t grow back any limbs but it will be able to keep you from bleeding out. Provided you can get to it soon enough.]

[As for the Dimensional Storage? I’m particularly interested in seeing that in action as well. From what I understand, this ship doesn’t move through any propulsion mechanism. Rather, it travels entirely through folding and weaving its way across space time. The Dimensional Storage room is a more utilitarian application of this ability. It’s simply a room with folds in space that allow you to store vast amounts of materials in a tiny space. Apparently there’s even an upgrade that will allow you to keep a tiny portal on your person, so you can store items on board the ship without even having to visit in person.]

Eventually I was ready to leave. I wasn’t willing to throw my points away on unlocking the Personal Chambers, though I was tempted to. I’d ended up shattering one of the glass cylinders that seemed more disposable. Now that more of them were growing like plants I didn’t feel so bad about breaking them. With Mac’s 3D printing skills, we made a decent glass-tipped short spear and a short dagger. I still had the lower half of the iron short sword I’d made before in its sheath as well. I figured I’d grind it down and make it into a knife.

Camp was just as I left it. I looked around, but I wasn’t the best tracker. It didn’t seem like there were any footprints beyond my own.

Eventually, I made my way to my fish traps and got some food. I’d start panning for more metals tomorrow and make one last dive to collect a few blue beetles. Mac assured me that he hadn’t seen a group of armed elves like that during any of his previous scans. It was probable that I’d just gotten very unlucky by running into them.

Still, the place where I met them wasn’t too far from the Mac’s location in the cave system, so I’d like to seal that area off if possible.

	

***

 

I was getting a bit of work done collecting more magnetite when I heard a rustle in some nearby leaves. I was still on my guard from the confrontation with the elves early that morning, so I dropped the prospector’s pan instantly and reached for my weapons.

Nothing happened. I waited and listened, but I heard nothing but the ordinary sounds of the forest.

I shrugged and went back to work. Or rather, I pretended to go back to work. In reality, I was keeping a close eye on the brush just on the other side of the creek.

There was another similar sound to my right, and I turned to take a closer look. Maybe a thrown stone? That was a mistake. The moment I was facing away from the brush, a purple-haired leaf-clad figure leapt from the undergrowth and soared clear into the air. It was a jump I wouldn’t have thought possible for anyone who wasn’t an Olympic athlete, but this elf managed it with ease.

She was smaller and lither than the blue-haired ones, and her face was covered in dark green paint to obscure her features. Her hair had twigs and leaves woven through it, but its deep purple color was still the easiest thing about her to make out.

The purple haired elf threw something at me. Some sort of dart it looked like. Luckily, I was still feeling paranoid and so had kept the shield Mac had printed up for me close at hand. The dart sunk into the big round piece of plastic rather than my flesh.

That’s when I noticed she wasn’t the only attacker I had. She had a partner flanking my other side, and this one was wielding something that looked like a net. She threw it at me expertly, spinning the net as she threw it, so the weights would spread out and entangle me. The string was light and coarsely woven, way too big to catch a fish but plenty tight enough to trap me. Clearly, it had been made with the intention of catching people.

I dodged as best I could, holding my shield up high to keep me from being completely entangled. I was partially successful, as most of the net trailed on the ground at my left. I wasn’t completely free though, and I still had to waste precious seconds reaching over with my right hand to pull the net off me. Untangling myself cost me precious seconds, which the elves used to close the distance between me and them.

One of them was wielding a piece of that gray, metallic wood. I recognized it as the same material those blue-haired elves favored for their weapons. The other elf had two fist-fulls of darts clutched in her hands like ninja stars. Both of my assailants were young and incredibly attractive. I was beginning to suspect that the vast majority of elves were beautiful, feminine creatures.

This purple-haired bunch fought differently from the blue-haired ones. They were less aggressive but trickier fighters. This was reflected in their slimmer, more agile build. Where the blue-haired elves had been muscular Amazons, this purple haired bunch was lithe and thin. Unfortunately, they were faster than me, and weren’t engaging me directly. I couldn’t use my iron blade on them, especially considering the vastly shortened length. By the looks of their coordinated movements, they were trained and practiced at this sort of thing. This was a bad match up and I didn’t dare hope I could beat them in a fair fight.

“Mac! I’m in a bit of a rough spot here!”

There was a moment of static before the AI answered.

[What’s the issue? I’m in between scans right now, give me a minute and I can fire another one off.]

“I don’t have a minute Mac! I’m under attack. Two elves snuck up on me, different from the ones in the caverns below, but they must have spread word somehow. I’m beginning to suspect that these elves aren’t very friendly to strangers. Do you have anything I can use?”

[Hold on. I’m scanning through The Wanderer’s files. There’s got to be something in here about combat… Ahah! Here’s something! It says as the owner of this vessel you should have access to the local magic!]

“Avada Kedavra!” I shouted out loud. Nothing happened. “Nothing is happening Mac!” I replied anxiously.

[Not that kind of magic! I’m looking for instructions… okay, it looks like it has something to do with zeal floating around in the air. You use your will to gain control of it, then you weave it into spells.]

“Focus… and make spells. I can do this.” I whispered to myself, trying my best to make magic happen. If only this were a video game, then I’d be able to just press a button and make it happen. An idea came to me, and in that instant I was greeted by another message. My excitement built, until I read the messages contents.

 

Error. You do not have the prerequisite skills or spellheart to use the Fireball spell.

 

Damn it! I guess I’d just have to do this the physical way.

I blocked another two darts, which forced to block my own vision with my shield. That’s when a tricky dart came in from below, hitting me in the leg. Luckily there was enough cloth left in my ragged pants to turn the dart into a scratch instead of letting it sink deep into my flesh.

The other elf wasn’t idle while this was happening. Having gotten rid of her net, she pulled out something that looked like a willow branch with thorns. She had a vicious gleam in her eye as she cracked it in the air, and I only just managed to block it with my shield.

I backed up to the tree where I’d set my glass-tipped spear. I should have brought it with me to the riverbank, but it was still hear by.

I turned and ran, which exposed my back to both the whip and a dart. The whip cracked against the plastic armor Mac had made, which kept it from doing any real damage. The dart on the other hand managed to weave its way through the mesh of plastic and sink into my left shoulder blade. Instantly, I felt a numbing sensation spread to cover that entire area. They elf must have been using poisoned tips.

I ignored the feeling as best I could, though I would definitely have some lost control over my shield. I picked up my spear and started getting more aggressive with my counter attack. I could feel the poison making my body sluggish, so time was against me. 

I dove forward with my spear, lunging downward. The whip-wielder realized that she wouldn’t be able to block my spear with her whip and dropped the weapon in favor of the gray wooden sword she’d been wielding before. She tried to parry my sword but was far too slow.

My spear landed directly in the middle of her bare stomach, piercing her flesh and sending droplets of blood spilling to the ground. The elf fell to her knees, clutching at her belly with an expression of shock on her face.

“Eltiana!” came a cry from the distance. There was another elf who had been there, not too far away. I hadn’t seen him thus far because he stayed back, but this one seemed a great deal more masculine than the other elves, though by human standards he’d still be considered effeminate. The look on his face was not like the others. There was no lusty expression there. Only contempt, followed by rage. He reached to his hip, where a large wooden crossbow rested by his feet, already strung with a wicked looking purple-tipped bolt.

He brought the crossbow to his shoulder and stared me down through the sights. Out of the corner of my eye I saw the dart-thrower ready to throw her last three darts, but I ignored her. I was already poisoned, so dealing with more of those darts was lower priority than dealing with the crossbow wielder. Based on the thickness of those limbs and the size of those bolts, that weapon was built for punching holes the girth of my arm. Those bolts would be the end of me if I got shot.

I brought my shield up just in time to block the wicked looking shaft as it spiraled through the air. My shield held strong, for a moment. While Mac’s plastic couldn’t hold an edge, it was tough stuff. Tougher than an equivalent sheet of hardwood. Even so, this crossbow cut just to the left of the thick dome in the center of the shield and embedded itself into my left forearm. I was just barely able to see the tip of the crossbow bolt sticking out the other side.

Damn it. My arm had only just healed from the rat bite.

I had to act quickly before he could get another shot off. I ran up to the dart throwing elf and tried to slash at her with my sword, but she was too quick. She ducked under my blade and slid between my legs only to emerge behind me, where she planted four more of her remaining darts in my shoulder.

Clearly, she’d expected that to take me down, but I was able to shrug off the effects off the effects of whatever it was she’d injected into me. Thanks to that, I was able to swat her in the side of the head with the back of my spear. She collapsed to the ground, seemingly unconscious, though likely she just had a bad enough concussion that she’d be too dizzy to stand back up.

The elf with the crossbow nearly had his blade loaded and ready. I wasn’t going to reach him before he’d have the chance to fire. Not unless I slowed him down.

I hopped on one leg, heaving with my body and shoulder. I threw my spear like a javelin, and it soared through the air. Its course stayed true, until it embedded itself in the shoulder of the male elf.

Unlike my metal sword, the bronze tip on the spear did not cause the elf searing agony. As the spear impacted his shoulder, he grunted in pain. I would have expected him to collapse immediately from the weight of my weapon sticking out of him, but he stood firm. Even wounded as he was, he had just finished cocking his crossbow and loosed his bolt at me. I’d been closing the distance, and I was already far too close to dodge. In a panic, I thrust my broken sword at his harm to throw the bolt off course, but the elf still managed to pull the trigger a moment before I took his hand off with my broken sword. The iron passed through the elf’s wrist far easier than I’d expected, but the crossbow bolt still hit my thigh, passing most of the way out the other side.

This time the pain was even more excruciating than the one in my forearm. Maybe it was just because I’d grow accustomed to having that particular limb pierced to the bone, or maybe the one in my leg hit a particularly important spot. In any case, I needed medical attention soon.

Still, I managed to bring my broken sword up a final time and cut the male elf’s throat. He collapsed to the ground with a whimper, and as he did, his body started to age visibly before my eyes.

In seconds, he became nothing but dust, which blew away in the wind. In the place where he’d been standing was a finger-sized wisp of light, glowing the same deep shade of purple as the dead elf’s hair.

 

Enemy defeated. 125 points awarded.

 

The wisp orbited the site of the elf’s death for a few minutes before drifting off over the creek.

I grabbed the crossbow and tossed some of the other elf’s clothes over my shoulder. I’d need every scrap of cloth to bandage my new wounds soon. If I didn’t collapse from the pain or bleed out in the next few minutes.

With reserves of strength I didn’t know I had, I plucked the darts from my leg out and all the ones I could reach from my back.

The numbing feeling stopped spreading, but by that point I wondered if I was better with that anesthetic than without it. If I was feeling this much pain despite the effects of whatever drug had been in the darts, surely, I’d have long since collapsed into unconsciousness without them.

Slowly, I trod over to the dart-throwing elf. She’d since clambered to her feet and was desperately doing chest-compressions on the dying elf I’d stabbed in the stomach. Her hands and clothes were covered in blood and she had tears in her eyes.

I held out my iron sword and moved towards her. She scrambled back but was obviously still disoriented from my blow to her head as she quickly collapsed to the ground.

I lifted my good leg and pressed my foot against her stomach, pinning her to the ground. She was a quick one, but not nearly as strong as the blue-haired elf I’d fought before. Now that I had her at my mercy, she was practically helpless.

Logic said I should slit her throat. If she lived, whoever sent these elves would know where I was. And it wasn’t like issues between me and whatever group she belonged to could just be peacefully resolved now. Even if the other female elf lived, which was unlikely, the male elf had clearly been killed by my hand. That wasn’t something that their group was likely to let go of easily. Sparing an enemy today would mean I wouldn’t be safe in this area any longer, since they were certain to come back.

But killing the helpless elf didn’t seem like the right thing to do. She had tears in her eyes and was in the middle of trying to save her friend’s life. Even now, she was glancing at her companion’s still body, worrying about her situation more than her own.

The whole thing tugged at my heartstrings just a bit too much. Maybe it was her pretty face, maybe it was the tears in her eyes. I just couldn’t bring myself to do it.

I pressed the broken blade against her throat, in an obvious threat. Even with the thing just barely touching her skin, I could see blisters starting to form at her throat. I coughed, my throat unused to speaking in recent days, since all my communications with Mac happened via my implant. Because of that, my voice came out far more guttural than it normally did.

“Listen here.” I said dangerously as the blade pressed against her throat. She whimpered and closed her eyes, apparently waiting for death. “I could have killed you right here, right now, but I’m not. That should count for something.”

I pulled the sword away, and the elf looked up at me, surprise evident in her face. She wouldn’t have understood a word I said, but body language was universal. I had her dead to rights, and yet I was sparing her life.

 

Enemy defeated. 85 points awarded.

 

That was interesting. I was awarded points even when I didn’t kill my opponent. It seemed that surrender was all that was necessary.

I threw the upper portions of the dead male elf’s garments at her feet. She recognized the gesture for what it was and picked it up after I’d removed my foot from her chest.

She bowed deeply, hands clasp one in the other and made a fist over her heart. Then she pressed the cloth to her friends’ wounds in an attempt to stop the bleeding.

I didn’t think she’d succeed. Gut wounds in the middle ages were usually a slow death sentence. The danger of infection was too high. Then again, considering I hadn’t gotten an infection from a set of giant rat teeth plunging into my skin, maybe that wasn’t a problem in this world.

Regardless of what happened, I wasn’t sticking around. Already I was starting to stagger. Though I spared the purple-haired elf’s life, there was no telling if she’d do the same for me if I collapsed somewhere nearby.

I made another tourniquet for both my leg and my arm and collected my spear to use as a walking stick. Given that my left arm was also wounded, I had to use it awkwardly in my right, so the going was slow. Even with my wounds bandaged I was still leaving a trail of blood behind me dripping in the sand.

Any moron with a pair of eyes would be able to track me. I needed to lose the trail. I could walk upstream in the creek for a little while. That would wash away any blood trail and give me the chance to lose any trackers I might pick up. The cave system that Mac was in wasn’t too far away. I could hole up in there. Nobody had found that place in four hundred years. Maybe I could heal up in there and wait? Mac might be able to make something to help me, or maybe the ship would let me buy medical supplies with points. I checked my points 402, that was just barely enough to buy the medical bay.

The numbness from the darts was starting to fade, and the pain in my body continued to increase. A pit of despair welled up inside me as full feeling returned to my wounded limbs. I wasn’t going to make it. I was going to die here in this creek.

I stumbled along, bit by bit. As the feeling came back to my leg it started to get harder to walk. Eventually I tripped on a rock and fell down in the water. It took a supreme effort of will just to flop over on my back so I could breathe.

This felt rather nice. The water flowed around me, surrounding my body and encasing me in its cool embrace as it carried me along, without a care in the world. The water seemed to seep into my wounds, searing them with a flickering flame that felt almost alive. It should have hurt, but it was actually somewhat pleasurable. Maybe the pain centers of my brain had just been maxed out and now the spilling over into pleasure-governing regions. Maybe this was just what death felt like. At any rate, as consciousness faded I had a smile on my face.

The last thing I remembered was my body being picked up by the stream and carried away.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

 

The first thing I realized when I awoke was that I was naked, and that there was something warm somewhere there shouldn’t be.

I opened my eyes and realized that there was a presence looming over me. She had green-hair and matching green eyes, which were scanning me up and down while her fingers moved a brush across an open scroll. Dimly, she reminded me of my elvish companion back at the brothel. After a moment’s study I realized that her features were different. She was similar in appearance, but was a different elf entirely. Maybe a relative.

I was just barely able to see that on the scroll was a crude representation of my naked form, erect cock and all.

What’s more, it looked like it was a heavily annotated diagram. There were endless tiny lines of script on the page, organized in neat rows. It reminded me vaguely of the script I’d seen back in the cave, but altered for writing with a brush instead of a chisel. Instead of rough, straight lines, there were lots of arcs of varying width with smooth, circular patterns throughout the text. It was elegant and beautiful in the same way the stone carvings had been austere and imposing.

That made the writing clash horribly with the lewd drawing of my naked body right next to it. The drawing reminded me of a medical diagram from Gray’s Anatomy and was somewhat embarrassing with its accuracy and attention to detail. My stomach was flabby from years without exercising any muscle other than my brain. I certainly didn’t have Dean’s level of muscle tone.

I tried to sit up but found I couldn’t. My wounded left arm was bound in a wooden splint and my right arm to a loop of wood that supported the hammock I was currently laying in. There was a similar splint on my left leg, except this one had some sort of strange tube-like contraption sticking out of it filled with a pale blue fluid. After looking at the tube, I realized it was plumbed into me through my leg, right where the crossbow bolt had hit me. Now that I had noticed it, I realized there was a soothing sensation spreading from that spot on my leg, and I felt no pain from there. The bolt must have been removed and I must have either healed or be on painkillers. I tried to twitch the leg but nothing happened. Painkillers then. While the other leg hadn’t been hit with a crossbow bolt, it had taken its share of pain from the fighting and I could only weakly move it. I definitely wouldn’t be walking any time soon.

My good right leg was bound to the other end of the hammock, just like my right arm. With two of my limbs wounded and the other two immobile, I was quite helpless.

	It seemed my captor was in the middle of creating a detailed diagram of my more intimate parts, and the warm feeling I’d felt on my groin was her making adjustments to get a better view. Something about the elf seemed incredibly familiar. Which was odd, since I hadn’t met many elves. Maybe I was just bad and reading elvish faces, and all elves looked the same to me.

The green-haired elf was engrossed in her work. So much so that she hadn’t noticed me waking up. I made a noise to get her attention, causing her to drop her writing brush in surprise.

“Hello there.” I said in as gentle a voice as possible. I felt blood rush to my face. I wasn’t a virgin, especially if you count the elves I’d met in the brothel, but it was still quite embarrassing to be strapped naked to a hammock in front of somebody pretty.

The elf babbled something in that strange language they shared.

 

Processing language data… 27% complete

 

Another message appeared, indicating that whatever had become of my implant after the pocket watch had merged with it would eventually be capable of providing me some form of translation. That was good.

I tried to repeat some of her words, hoping that might get her to keep talking. I was eager to see what would happen once I got that progress bar got to a hundred percent.

The green-haired elf continued to frown and then repeated my words back to me.

“There.” She said carefully, her tongue flicking across the words as she tried to enunciate them just as I did.

“I’m Theo.” I replied, trying to keep my words short.

“Immatheo.” The elf repeated.

I shook my head.

“I. Am. Theo.” I tried to point at myself, but with my only working arm bound I could only move my fingers in my general direction.

The green-haired elf understood the gesture quickly. Instead of trying to repeat my words, she pointed a finger at herself.

“Am Sava.”

Suddenly things clicked into place. That’s hair! Those eyes! That accent! They were all identical to Savatania’s. I’d met her back in the brothel, and she was actually able to speak English! Having her by my side would change everything. Being able to communicate with the locals would mean I’d get to figure out what the hell was going on and why every elf I spotted seemed to have it in for me.

“Where is Savitania?” I asked, hoping this new elf would recognize the name.

“Savitania?” the green-haired elf repeated in surprise. Then she shook her head and repeated her earlier phrase. “Sava.”

Okay, so her name was Sava. Based on her reaction though, the word ‘Savitania’ wasn’t just nonsense to her. It meant something. Maybe it referred to a person. Maybe there was chance Savitania was around here somewhere… except four hundred years have passed. I didn’t have a firm grasp on elvish lifespans, but it seemed a little excessive to hope she might still be alive.

My gut sank again. It had been a long shot, but I disappointed nonetheless. The idea of a familiar face had seemed too good to be true.

With that, our conversation seemed to have ended. Sava went back to drawing, and I went back to being her immobilized nude model.

At one point she got up to refill the fluid in the tube sticking out of my leg, and that was about the extent of our interactions until she fed me food that evening.

I nearly spat it out when she first shoved it into my mouth. I immediately knew what it was. It was raw white fin meat, just like I’d been catching since I first came to this world, except as soon as I gained the ability to make a fire I’d taken to cooking the food like a civilized person.

Apparently, Sava didn’t think cooking the meat was good. When it looked like I wasn’t going to chew and swallow, she popped the piece of fish in a vial of liquid that appeared to be water from the creek. For some reason though she seemed to handle the vial as if it were filled with acid.

It was then I noticed she had a bag of tools at her hip, which appeared to house an extremely extensive collection. Much more than seemed likely to fit in such a small satchel. One of the tools was a mortar and pestle which she used to grind up a variety of plants, both dried and fresh. Bit by bit she added them to the vial and stirred the whole mixture around.

Occasionally she’d wave a hand over the vial to safely give herself a sniff. At some point she seemed satisfied with the mixture, and she stuck a small wooden stick in that looked like a chopstick. When she withdrew it, it came with a tiny droplet of the liquid, which she held over her mouth until it dropped in.

She closed her eyes, wincing slightly and nodded. Then she picked up the whole vial and shoved it in my mouth. The fluid filled my mouth, quickly causing a large portion of it to spill out. That made her frown and pull out the bottle. I choked down what little of the stuff I had to in order to get my air passageways clear. A lot of it got in my lungs, giving me a coughing fit.

When I was able to breathe again, I noticed something. There was that sweet, pleasurable feeling. The kind I’d felt when I first started drinking the water from the creek and eating the fish in its raw form. Could the raw fish and water from this area have some sort of addictive property? Or was there some strange magic at play in my body?

With Sava’s brew, the sensation was a hundred times stronger. If before I’d been drinking flavored water, now I was drinking the latest energy drink. As it hit my systems, I realized it was doing something.

Apparently, whatever that something was, Sava thought it was good for me. Good enough that she ended up pouring the rest of the vial into her own mouth. With just a hint of shyness, she pressed her face against mine.

I’m a very paranoid person. To me, an addictive agent seemed most likely. Many primitive cultures loved euphoria-inducing drugs. Maybe she was feeding me some sort of magical cocaine to get me hooked. Once I was I’d need to come to her for my supply, and that meant she’d have control over me. I could already see myself with a dumb, addict smile on my face pulling a plow across a field like a horse while my green-haired captor lounged in the shade, drawing a picture of me doing an impression of an ox.

No thank you. I wasn’t having any of that. Unfortunately, my captor didn’t seem pleased by the fact that I’d shut my mouth tight.

So, she pinched my nose shut. That was weird, until I noticed I couldn’t breathe. Oh crap, that was her game.

I held my breath for a few minutes longer but realized that this was a game I wasn’t going to be winning. Eventually I had to open my mouth to breathe, and when I did she pressed her mouth against mine. Her tongue quickly found its way inside my mouth and started exploring.

I was tempted to bite, but she was very pretty, and it would be rude of me to refuse a pretty lady who wanted to kiss me that badly. The fact that I was also completely at her mercy helped convince me to behave myself.

It was obvious that she planned to force-feed me her mysterious elixir via mouth-to-mouth. As humiliating as it was to be fed in the same manner of as a newborn bird, it was also somewhat erotic in its own, strange way.

The pleasurable feeling of consuming the strange liquid increased as I ingested more and more of the exotic brew. Soon, I felt a tingling sensation spread throughout my entire body. That was kind of scary, and apparently Sava must have sensed something, because she slapped my chest and muttered a few words under her breath.

She pulled out a massive leather-bound tome. It seemed much more worn than the scroll she’d been writing on before, and the text was far too cramped to have been done with a brush.

She flipped through the pages, apparently searching for something. She eventually got to a page and saw something she didn’t like.

After that, Sava quickly set up a whole array of cylinders and tubes, all in a line. She was working much faster now, preparing all sorts of herbs and pouring more than a bit of liquid from the vial of teal liquid at her hip.

Then she pulled out a long thin dagger and poked me with it. At the tip of the dagger were a few drops of blood, which she stirred into the vial. Alright, this was some definite witchcraft going on. Any potion that required my blood was something I didn’t want.

This was especially true considering the massive transformation the bottle seemed to undergo the moment my blood touched the rest of the liquid. Like magic, or perhaps because of magic, it changed color from clear to a deep purple color. Then the elf placed the vial onto a pedestal, under which she placed a strange, two colored pieces of wood, which she lit on fire

As the wood burned, I noticed each tongue of flame had two colors to it, one red and one purple. Sava said some words and delicately stirred the elixir the whole time until the flame died out. By that time, the color had turned to bright purple, and it was glowing.

That’s when Sava’s mouth-to-mouth feeding session started up again. I was very tempted to resist, but the pleasurable tingling feeling of the previous drink I’d just been fed had been growing the entire time the green-haired elf was brewing the second concoction. At this point, the tingling was so widespread that it felt like my body had too much of the stuff in it. That something was suffusing my every cell and threatening to burst out at any moment.

The feeling was distracting, to say the least. It felt like I was on the verge of losing myself to the feeling, similar to how I felt while floating in the creek water.

The new potion that Sava had brewed was like a wave of ice flowing through my entire body. It stopped the tingling feeling in its tracks. Small wisps of smoke could be seen escaping from my skin, and a black, tar-like substance was being produced.

Did this girl just… experiment on me?

She wiped the sweat from her brow, relief evident on her face. Clearly, she’d messed up with the first batch and had almost done something very bad to me, which she’d only just barely managed to correct with the second batch of liquid.

Yeah, I had no desire to drink any strange concoctions from this elf again.

Or maybe I did? While checking my body all over for damage, I realized I felt fine. Better than fine actually. I felt great! Whatever it was she’d done, it had amazing healing properties.

Minus the goo that had formed all over my skin, it felt like all my wounds had been healed, and that my muscles had suddenly grown stronger.

A feeling of power suffused my body, flesh, blood and bones all felt as though they’d been enlivened. They were the same bits of meat I’d always worn, but now they felt like they were just a bit… more.

I could feel a thrum of power. Something deep within me was taking root, centered on my abdomen. It was sending its strength flowing through my very essence.

The ropes that bound my right arm and leg felt much weaker than they had moments ago. I pulled on both, and the chord creaked and became taught. I wasn’t strong enough to break them, but I was close to that point.

My left arm was healed now, and I flexed it, trying to free it from the wooden splint. By instinct, I tugged at this source of power that had nestled itself in my center of mass, just above the base of my spine.

These were thinner and weaker than the ones binding me and couldn’t resist my newfound strength for long. They cracked and popped and ripped as I flexed my muscles.

Sava took a few steps back, but looked on with a clinical eye, observing the whole process with a proud expression on her face. She pulled a string and the chords binding me came loose

I clambered to my feet, enjoying the feeling of the newfound power that was at my disposal.

 

	You have been initiated into the local magic system! You can now convert your own mystic energies into points and can further enhance your abilities via point purchases or training. For your progress, you’ve been granted 500 points

 

So that’s what this feeling was. Magic? Well, I’ll take any advantage I can get. Mac would be jealous for sure. Speaking of Mac, I now had over 800 points. That meant I could finally afford some of those new rooms Mac had mentioned.

I looked at Sava, standing across from me and looking slightly wary. She bowed her head in my direction, hands clasp. I returned the gesture with a head nod. She’d tied me to a hammock and drawn several humiliating diagrams of me, but I was willing to let that go considering she’d just given me magical powers.

I’d played my fair share of games back home, and one of the best feelings was being able to do magic. When I was little, I wanted to be a wizard. It was a dream I’d always kept to myself because it was just too embarrassing to share. After all, it was a complete impossibility back on earth. But if it was possible here…

Just when I was riding high from the feeling of magic within me, I was hit by an explosive burst of pain in my left arm and left leg, right where the crossbow had pierced me.

I collapsed to my knees, and Sava leapt to my side, catching me before I fell to the ground. I clutched at my bare leg and saw purple veins pulsing right where the crossbow bolts had pierced me.

Pain flared again, worse than it had when the crossbow had actually shot into me.

I looked at the green-haired elf, thankful for the help she’d given me thus far, when I noticed the expression on her face.

The confidence and worry that suffused her features before had been replaced by a thin smile that looked equal parts satisfied and embarrassed.

She patted me on the shoulder “I’stala, yivir. Mordul kutur.” She said as she grabbed my arm.

	

Processing language data… 46% complete

	

	Damn it! She planned this! I should have suspected as much. The other elves wanted to capture me for some reason. Same thing with this green-haired one. She jammed something into my back then. 

	It was pointy and filled with some sort of cold fluid. My last waking thought was that I’d never trust an elf again, no matter how pretty she was.

	“Zora… sora. I’lp zora.” She seemed like she was apologizing even as she drove the needle deeper. She wouldn’t meet my eyes as I stared at her. I tried to grab her arm and push her away, but I was already too weak.

	

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

I woke up trapped thirty feet above ground in a sort of net contraption. I was hanging sideways and slightly upside down, with my arms and legs bound tightly with several rows of vines. These vines were supernaturally strong and try as I might I couldn’t even budge them. A similar set of bindings surrounded my legs. While they looked like simple vines, they didn’t give at all when I pulled and I doubted I had any chance of breaking them.

Other than the bindings, I appeared to be laying in a hammock. This one was near the back of what appeared to be a tree house. The floor boards were made of one solid continuous piece of wood, rather than being joined from many planks and boards, but there was a window nearby and I could see the ground was located many meters below. It wasn’t square or built like you’d expect a window to be like, but rather like it was a natural knot in a tree. I realized this room had been grown as part of a tree. What’s more, there seemed to be several other tree-fort like buildings seemed like they matched what I was observing about the inside of my current prison.

The hammock I was seriously undersized for somebody of my height and I was way too heavy for it. As a result, the sides of the hammock wrapped all the way around me, with both sides meeting above my head. At the top where the two sides of netting met my captor tied me in with two big knots. I was like a fish pulled out of water in a net.

I was very glad for the window view. It meant I could learn a bit more about the surrounding area. Looking out the window where row after row of trees that could make redwoods look small. Off in the distance, there seemed to be an increasing density of the various tree houses. The nearest ones were isolated and had rope ladders hanging down from their floors to the earth below. The ones farther away had wooden drawbridges moving from one branch of the gigantic trees to another. What’s more, the branches themselves seemed to have been hollowed out in the middle to form corridors and walkways, where distant figures could be seen. I was on the outskirts of an elven tree-village.

I could tell at a glance that the room itself wasn’t built to hold prisoners. There were piles of books and scrolls on a shin-high desk off in one corner, with an open inkwell just waiting to spill.

Along the other side of the room there were piles of glassware that matched what Sava had been using to brew that foul stuff she’d made me drink.

I recognized some glassware. There was a round bottom flask there, and there was a pipette just across from it. There was one tube that seemed to be lined with a fine mesh of something, possibly for distillation.

I concluded I was in a private residence, most likely the private residence of the very elf who had seen fit to tend to my wounds, then promptly poisoned me. This was… a good thing. It meant that I was being head by an individual, not a group. That would make escape far easier since my captor could only be in one place at a time.

“Hello?“ I called out loud. If Sava was here, she’d probably show herself. If she wasn’t, then they wouldn’t, and I’d know it was safe to try to escape.

After several more calls, the green-haired elf appeared, much to my disappointment.

“Aldukul.” She said as she stroked my head. “I’lp zora, chaka.” 

 

Processing language data… 76% complete

 

Change of plans. Grinding this number to one hundred percent would probably allow me to have at least a limited understanding of the elf’s language. I liked my odds better in diplomacy than in combat.

“Hey there, Sava, was it? Keep talking to me.” I said gently, trying to get her to keep speaking.

“Ziel, katip zora chaka.” The elf said as she ran her fingers against my body. She said a few more words of nonsense before the message appeared again.

 

Processing language data… 87% complete

 

Come on, just a bit more!

Sava turned her attention away from me and started rearranging her glass cylinders. After she had a bottle set up under my head, she approached me again with a big blush on her face. She poured a runny, pale blue liquid all over her hands and rubbed them together, lathering her hands up.

My strategic nudity and position in the hammock quickly became apparent. I was positioned in just such a way that the elf was provided with access to my cock.

The liquid she’d poured on her hands? That was some sort of lube. She wrapped her hands around my member and started jerking me off.

Slow smooth strokes brought my cock up to full mast quickly. Soon I had a raging hard on, and with my hands tied there was little I could do about it.

That only seemed to encourage Sava to move faster and harder. She spread her attention to my thighs and balls, then undid a few knots to the net surrounding me. This allowed her to get her entire head in.

I’d thought I was only getting a hand job, but the elf had decided to turn it into a blowjob. I decided then that maybe my escape wasn’t that urgent after all. Yeah, I suppose she was treating my battle wounds. Relaxing like this was a major improvement over hunting for my own food and sleeping in the dirt.

The feeling of her tongue stroking up and down my member was absolutely heavenly. She didn’t seem very experienced, but she licked and slurped with enough enthusiasm to compensate.

One of the few motions I could do on my own was moving my hips. I began taking liberties with the only degree of freedom I had by thrusting my cock into the elf’s mouth.

At first, she was surprised, but she quickly took to the rhythm and bounced along with me, her head bobbing up and down on my cock like a cork in water. All the while she mumbled things in elvish. I couldn’t make out any words, both because I didn’t speak the language and because it was hard figure out what she was saying when I was balls-deep in her throat.

	Apparently my modified implant was having no problem interpreting the sex-speech though, to my benefit.

 

Processing language data… 99% complete

Processing for the language [Common elvish, wood elf dialect] has been completed. The purchase is now available from your menu.

 

Damn cheap bald alien wizard! I had to pay just for basic communication skills.

I flipped open my menu with a thought. Sava noticed my eyes glaze over. She probably thought it was because I was about to orgasm, which was also the case. With slow, deliberate motions, she untangled herself from the netting and snatched a glass vial. She thrust the top of the vial onto the head of my cock and started pumping my throbbing shaft like her life depended on it.

Sure enough, I burst in a fountain of masculine fluids. Far more than I was accustomed to.

Sava capped the tube filled with cum with a satisfied grin, licking her lips and closing her eyes as she held the vial tight, as if it were made of liquid gold.

I browsed the menu trying to figure out what it would cost just to be able to talk.

 

Language packs available:

 

Subtitled language skills. [200 points]

You will hear speakers of Common Elvish as they truly speak, but subtitles will appear in your vision, translating what they say. You will not be able to speak the language yourself.

 

Dubbed language skills. [300 points]

The mouths of Common Elvish speakers will move naturally, but the sound you hear will be dubbed over. The reverse will be true of Common Elvish speakers who listen to you speak. The language barrier will sometimes create unusual misunderstandings and you may have difficulty communicating complex topics with grace.

 

True language skills (basic). [400 points]

You will have a basic but working understanding of Common Elvish, equivalent to that of a child. You will have the opportunity to evolve this skill naturally through use and practice or artificially through the spending of points.

 

Available points: 634

 

 

Good, it looks like Mac didn’t go on a spending spree the moment I disappeared. It seemed he had taken two hundred points out of that 500-point windfall I’d gotten from learning magic. He’d probably fulfilled my last outstanding request and bought the smith’s room. I wish there was some way for to get information to him. That’s right! The scanner.

 

Scanner level 1. (Upgrades available)

	Upgrade for [250 points?]

 

	I closed the window without purchasing the scanner. If that’s what allowed us to start communicating initially, then it stood to reason that upgrading it further would allow me to communicate at a longer range. The next time I got a point notification, the first thing I would do was buy that scanner outline.

	But right now, I needed language skills. Subtitled language skills could be useful if I just needed to listen in on conversations, but I actually needed to communicate two ways here if I wanted to get myself in a better position than that of a human breeding bull.

	I could buy dubbed language skills and still afford the scanner… but I was in a delicate situation here. I didn’t want to misspeak and lose my life due to translation errors. I had to purchase True language skills. The scanner upgrade was only a few points away, so I should be able to get back into communication with Mac as soon as I collected some more points.

 

True language skills (basic) purchased. Remaining points: 234

 

Communication! Finally, I could make some sense of what was going on.

“Hello. I think we got off on the wrong foot. I’m Theo.”

She tilted her head sideways in a curious expression. “Suddenly you speak.” She said with a strange cadence to her voice. It was odd seeing her lips move in unfamiliar patterns. I could hear strange and exotic sounds reaching my ear, but as soon as they were in my head they just started making sense. No effort needed on my part.

“That’s right. I speak your language now, though I didn’t until just now. Now, what do I have to convince you to get me out of these ropes?”

The entire time I spoke, the elf’s eyes were locked on my moving lips.

“You speak.” She began. “But not through normal means. There is some form of magic at work here that I don’t understand. Strange, you don’t appear to have any precious treasures on you.”

“Believe me. It’s not something you I understand either. You said your name was Sava before?”

“That is right, Theo the Chaka. I am called Sava Greenstem, of the Riverweed tribe.”

“I keep hearing that word, but I don’t know what it means. What is chaka?” I recognized the word as something that the other elves had shouted at me, but since it wasn’t being translated, it was probably a concept that didn’t have an English equivalent.

“You are a chaka. I can tell by vitality zeal that surrounds you and flows through every part of your body. If that were not the case, this stuff wouldn’t be nearly so sought after.” Sava held up the vial of my cum she’d just taken, along with a deep red vial. Blood, probably collected while she was tending to my wounds.

“I see. Vitality zeal. And what exactly is that used for?”

Sava cocked her head. “I have read that chaka’s often appear from thin air, with little knowledge of the world. Still, I would not think you would lack something so basic, though it would explain why you hadn’t even been initiated in magic yet.

“Vitality zeal is needed to maintain the coherence of your body as one practices cultivation. The higher your cultivation base, the more vitality zeal you must collect in order to maintain your sanity and identity.”

“Many would pay a small portion for these vials of… fluids… I just took from you. They contain a portion of your vitality and so could be consumed directly to aid in cultivation. For me though, it is more useful as a valuable alchemical component.”

“So, you’re an alchemist. Right.” I thought back to her messing with the vials and leaves.

She shook her head. “Herbalist. I am not worthy of the title of alchemist. Not yet at least.” There was a hint of ambition hidden in those words. Alchemists must exist on a higher level than herbalists here.

 “So, you found me in the river, saw me as a big bag of human-shaped alchemical ingredients and now you’ve kidnapped me and you’re going to suck me dry? That sound about right?” I accused her.

“Well…” She blushed. “When you put it like that it sounds like something an evil cultivator would do… Anyway, you’re not going to be sucked dry. A normal elf would be drained of vitality in a day or so, but you’re a chaka. Your body has no trouble replenishing its own vitality.”

“Oh, wonderful.” I replied sarcastically. “So, I’ve become a living farm for you to harvest this vitality zeal from? Like a cow to spend its days in a pen getting milked.”

Sava looked embarrassed. “Fine… I suppose I can make things a little more comfortable for you. Just wait right there, I’ll have to go out and buy a spell formation.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

Sava returned quickly enough, which was a shame because I’d almost managed to free one of my hands by slowly flexing and putting pressure on the knot.

After she returned, she had a scroll in hand, along with a bucket of various powders and bits of metal.

“This spell formation cost me nearly a thousand merit points you know. I had to cash in just about everything I had. Considering the amount I spent just the other day on materials, if this plan doesn’t succeed I’ll have to sell chips off my spellheart to buy food.” The elf sighed as she placed some of the collection of objects on the windowsill.

“Wait. Points you said. You spent points to get the scroll you’re holding?” I asked, suddenly curious.

	“Yes, the Riverweed tribe awards merit points for services rendered and materials given to the clan. We don’t have enough spellstones this far out, so we use merit points. Technically, ten merit points can be exchanged at the tribal treasury for a spellstone that can be traded with other tribes or in town, but the tribe doesn’t really have enough spellstones to pay for all the merit points it gives out.”

	“So, merit points are your currency, and you spend them trading with each other? Not with something like… a big blue screen that appears in your vision?”

Sava raised her eyebrows. “No, I’ve never heard of blue boxes appearing in someone’s vision. Maybe it could happen if you cultivated a special technique? Or perhaps it’s a chaka thing?”

“More likely, it’s a me thing.” I grumbled. “Anyway, now that you’ve waved your hands about and fiddled with your spell formation, do you think you could cut me down?”

	The elf did just that, though she kept the knots binding my hands tied to the back of the room, presumably so I wouldn’t interrupt her while she was doing amateur chemistry. Sorry, alchemy. Was that supposed to be titration?

	Eventually, she undid my bonds and I rubbed my wrists, stretching.

Should I try overpowering her?

I should be able to… she couldn’t be more than half my weight soaking wet. But at the same time, I remembered the absurd strength of the elves back at the brothel. None of the elves I’d met thus far had access to that level of power, but maybe this one did. Besides, she was a known quantity, and also someone I could gather more information from. I could try to make an escape when I was better informed.

While she was brewing something with a cauldron and the vial of semen she’d taken from me, I tried to test the ledge by the window. She’d laid down a strip of parchment engraved with a long series of runes which had burned themselves into the wood of the window.

I tried to poke them and was surprised to find a mystical force repelling my touch. There was some sort of barrier there, springy rather than hard. Like trying to poke into soft sand. I could dig my hand through a little, but the further in I pushed the harder it got to go deeper. Eventually I was forced back entirely.

“Don’t bother.” Sava said absently, with her attention still focused on the cauldron she was carefully stirring. “I configured that spell formation to keep you in this room. It isn’t the best spell formation the Riverweed tribe has at its disposal, but it’s strong enough that you won’t be able to break through it at your cultivation level. The zeal you wield is simply too weak.”

“You keep talking about zeal.” The English word loosely meant ‘the desire to do action’, though I got the feeling that the true word in the elvish language was something a great deal more mystical.

Sava shook her head. “It is little wonder that your cultivation base is so weak, since you do not even know that much. Your homeland must be a paradise for no one to need to know how to cultivate. Still, ignorance is never excusable.”

After a series of disparaging comments about my lack of a good education, Sava took pity on me and began to explain. According to her, this was all common knowledge.

 

Zeal was the natural energy that flowed through this world, taking on the aspects of everything it touched. The air had wind zeal, the ground had earth zeal. The oceans had water zeal, and fire had flame zeal. Those were the fundamental elements, and the higher elements were alloys of two or more of them. Those were river zeal, wood zeal, mist zeal, and countless others built from the basic elements, blended together in an unlimited number of combinations, like colors on a painters palette.

Those who had been initiated into the magic system, a practice termed cultivation, did so by wielding spellhearts. These were specific and focused containers that held vast amounts of zeal in a metastable state, like a sort of crystal. Using their spellhearts and eventually fusing with them, the elves of this world were able to enhance their mind, bodies, and souls to superhuman feats. This allowed them to fight monsters with their bare hands or even perform such fantastic feats as shooting dragons out their fists as they punch.

Vitality, also known as life zeal, was just as fundamental as the big four, but it was often not counted among them, because seemed to be something that rode on top of other zeals, but was never present in a pure, unadulterated form. Some even chose to call it a primordial zeal.

Apparently, there’s a sizable concentration of life zeal in the creek water here, which is what had been giving me that strange, wonderful sensation whenever I drank from it. It also may have been healing me in ways I didn’t yet understand. 

Surprisingly, the elves could only enjoy the benefits of the creek indirectly. They couldn’t drink from it, but if they were careful, they could catch a fish and eat that.

I suspected it was all that iron in the water that was causing them trouble, iron seemed to hurt them a great deal more than me, which explained why I was able to drink from the creek directly.

The process of cultivation required an elf to cultivate their spellheart, and later their own body, mind, and spirit after they fused their spellheart with one of these three aspects of themselves. The whole time, they had to resist the force of the zeal they wielded, or it would corrupt their entire body, mind, and soul and destroy them.

That’s where vitality sources like the river came in. And me. I was a walking bag of vitality just waiting to be scooped up and drained dry. Part of being a ‘chaka’ meant that I could regenerate my own vitality, but there were still plenty of people who would be able to take more vitality than I was able to generate, at which point I would die. I made a mental note to myself to avoid getting drained dry.

 

The next few days I spent wandering back and forth around the tiny room in Sava’s tree house. Apparently, the room had previously served as her laboratory, as much of her herbalist’s tools were in here.

I began asking her about alchemy, which she seemed to be well versed in. It turned out there was a great deal more to the craft than making poultices and glowing liquids.

Sava herself had a nature attuned spellheart. That meant it had wood and fire for its fundamental aspects and required a high degree of vitality in addition to that. Using her spellheart, she was able to wander the surrounding forest and pick up plants and animal remains that contained traces of a variety of zeals and a variety of medicinal effects.

By blending and treating those plants and ingredients in just the right manner, she was able to make potions that were useful to her fellow elves. To her, I was a cheap source of vitality that was only very slightly affiliated with a type of zeal. Usually whatever I’d been eating recently.

The doorbell rang, which is to say that somebody stuck the brass bell Sava had anchored to the ceiling in the other room. I had long since learned that Sava made a living here selling potions out of her home, which seemed to be one of the most common trades here in the Riverweed tribe.  The spell formation Sava had set up ensured I was stuck in the back room, so I couldn’t be seen by customers.

The bell rang again, and both Sava and I looked up. Her from the potion she was brewing, and me from where I was watching her. She’d already laid out all the ingredients she planned to use. Half of them were in the pot already, which was simmering on the cube of reddish-black wood that somehow served as a magical hotplate.

“Stir this for me. I’ve got a customer.” Sava handed me the spoon with just a bit of hesitation before standing up and passing through the doorway. A place I couldn’t go.

I took up the spoon, looking at the potion. It looked kind of murky green from all the dead plant matter. Probably lots of chlorophyll in there, assuming plants in this world worked the same way I was used to. Really, it looked a lot like a spinach smoothie.

	As I kept stirring, I overheard Sava talking with her customer, who was being far louder than I’d expect a reasonable customer to be.

	“This is a onetime offer only Sava!” the unknown female voice began. “I don’t know how you’re brewing so much these days, but if you’ve stumbled on a sacred grove, you’d be wise to share them with us. There’s no way you can keep such a secret forever. I know you have plans of becoming an alchemist, but we were all born from the same father. Don’t you think it’s a little unfair to your elder sister to keep all the good fortune for yourself?”

	“There’s no good luck here, Katania. Only my own blood sweat and tears.” Sava replied curtly. “Besides, I sense your spellheart is still at the same level of power it was eight years ago. If you don’t make some progress, you’ll be calling me elder sister soon.”

	Katania snorted. “It’s not as easy as you think. Breaking through from the fifth level of zeal accumulation to the sixth is hard. Harder than all the previous levels combined.”

	Shortly thereafter, Katania left the tree house, climbing down the long rope ladder that I had noted seemed to be the only entrance or exit to this tree house.

	I couldn’t really see much of the outside world from my small, isolated room in Sava’s home. Just the glimpses I could catch out the tiny window and through the floor hatch just barely visible by the door.

	A week passed, maybe two. Sava’s customers came in ever-increasing numbers. Mostly because she was able to grow an ever-increasing number of potions, thanks to my contributions.

	Sava would ask lots of questions about me and where I came from, but Earth was so different from this world that she had difficulty understanding much of it. On the other hand, I was finding her a fountain of good information. Especially on alchemy. I could tell it was her passion, and she’d even inadvertently started teaching me some fundamentals just, so I could help her around the shop.

	After what felt to have been about two weeks, I was greeted with a surprising but entirely welcome message.

 

	You have learned basic herblore! You have been rewarded with 300 points for your progress.

 

	Perfect! Now I had over 500 points! That was more than enough to purchase the upgrade for the scanner.

 

	Scanner level 1 (Upgrades Available)

	Upgrade scanner for 350 points?

	

	Scanner successfully upgraded to level 2

 

	I bought the upgrade immediately.

	“Mac?” I tried to project to my AI friend. No response from his end. Level 2 must not cover enough ground either. I sighed in disappointment, but as I did, I noticed that the level 3 scanner upgrade was not the only upgrade to become available.

 

	Personalized Scanner Upgrade [200 points]

	This upgrade allows the scanner to connect directly to you, allowing you to use its power to identify anything within arm’s reach.

	

	That sounded interesting as well, so I bought it too, bringing my point total down to 84. Unlike the general upgrade, this seemed to give the scanner a specific new ability. Unfortunately, it left me nearly completely out of points. So much for feeling rich.

	The first thing I tested the new ability on was one of Sava’s potions.

 

	Heavenheart Cultivation Elixir (Tincture)

	This potion, if ingested while using a good breathing technique, will allow the consumer to gain 300 units of vitality.

 

	Well holy hell, this ability was a goldmine! It actually allowed me to examine things and figure out their names and uses! Ha, if only I could brag to Mac about this.

	I looked around for Sava, trying to figure out if it would work on people too. Or in this case, an elf.

	

	Sava Greenstem (Level 5)

Outer disciple of the Riverweed tribe in the discipline of herblore.

 

	Level four seemed… surprisingly low. More than that though, the levels seemed to correspond directly to the local magic system. I knew from eavesdropping that Sava was at something called the fourth level of zeal accumulation, which seemed to be the very first level that an elf reached when they first started learning magic. I tried to scan my own body. If Sava was level four, that would mean I’d be…

 

Theodore Waltz (Level 0)

Human male. Prisoner of Sava Greenstem

 

	Ouch. If this was a game, I’d be tossing it in the waste bin by now. I’d been here for weeks and I was still getting called level zero?

	I pulled out the little black stone I’d acquired back in the caves when I’d first arrived in this world. Sava had pulled it off me and had been planning on selling it, though she returned it to me when I asked about it. She’d told me it was a death aspect spellheart, and that if I could bind it to myself it would allow me to become a cultivator. She warned me against trying to become a death cultivator. She must not have thought my chances of doing so were very high, since she didn’t say anything else on the matter. I think that she thought it was something that could occupy me.

 

	Low quality spellheart of the death aspect.

 

Sure enough, it was a spellheart. Just like Sava said. This little stone was the essential ingredient that would let an elf become a cultivator and reach past level zero. Sava was at the fifth level of zeal accumulation, and my scanner listed her at level 5 that means each level likely correlated with a level of advancement in the local magic system. I was at level zero because I hadn’t bonded to a spellheart and so couldn’t even use any of the magical powers this world bestowed on its creatures.

The scanner was a bit of a disappointment in terms of information gathering. It never told me anything new, just the same one or two lines of information. Perhaps there would be opportunities to upgrade this feature if I kept leveling up the scanner itself, which I planned to do anyway so that I would eventually be able to contact Mac again.

This was the point in a game where I’d usually break down and read the wiki to get more information. But, there were no wiki’s here, so I had to keep quizzing Sava.

I asked Sava about it, hoping she’d know why I kept failing to bind the spellheart, but she simply told me that it was a matter of affinity with any particular stone, and to just hang onto it and keep trying. Maybe it would work, maybe it wouldn’t. She even let me inspect her nature aspect spellheart, which was woven into an amulet around her neck.

Living as Sava’s prisoner was actually significantly more comfortable than it had been on my own. If I hadn’t run into her I probably would have been, as she often said, dead ten times over by now. I was learning more every day about the larger world, and when I finally left her care, or escaped her clutches, I would be a lot more prepared.

	

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

After several nights of getting to know each other, Sava was finally convinced that she could let me wander the entire building, so long as nobody else was present. She’d worked on a portion of the spell formation preventing me from leaving so that the bit by the door would be removable. Unfortunately, that just meant the spell formation stretched to cover the entire house instead of just one room. Sava told me this weakened the formation, but considering my level I still wouldn’t be able to force my way through it.

Her blowjobs had become a regular occurrence, though afterwards she would always cap a bottle of my fluids for use in her potions.

“Oh, yes. That’s good Sava.” I said as I patted her head. She’d been getting better and better at pleasing me with her mouth. I felt bad she wasn’t letting me reciprocate, but she did everything with such an enthusiastic demeanor that it didn’t seem like pleasure had a place for her. She had a look in her eyes that was more greed than lust. Like I was her golden-egg laying duck and servicing me was a task she needed to do to get that golden egg.

I shoved my cock a bit deeper in Sava’s mouth as I blew my load. She glanced at me, a bit upset as she spat the cum out of her mouth into a vial.

“This stuff is valuable, Theo. I know you want me to swallow it but taking your vitality in such an unprocessed form would be a waste of good ingredients.”

The fact that Sava hadn’t managed to get a tube onto my cock before my orgasm meant that my whole shaft had been coated with cum, some of it even dripping onto the floor.

“It would be a shame to waste all this…” Sava said as she dug through her belongings for a tiny glass pipette, which she used to delicately suck up every spilled drop and place in a smaller container. After a moment of though, she pulled the stopper back out of the vial.

I raised my eyebrows, and she smiled back at me.

“Maybe just a taste.” She said, putting a drip on her tongue. The instant it touched her flesh it vanished in a puff of white, multicolored light that swirled towards her abdomen. She’d extracted the vitality from it in an instant and used it to push her a bit closer to level 6. Then she capped the rest of the vial and quickly tucked it away, a guilty look on her face.

At first, I thought she cared more for the money the potions made from it were bringing in, but after we started talking the ice between us was melting and she even seemed to forget that she was keeping me prisoner in her house. Maybe it was Stockholm syndrome talking, but I felt like we were starting to become friends. This, combined with the frequent personal attention I was getting, ensured I was feeling more and more at home. 

My sessions with her had become more and more informal. The clinical milking I had experienced when I first arrived became more like a quick fun and playful blowjob from a close friend.

She let me wander around on my own for the most part, though not outside. The tree house was a lot bigger than I would have assumed. There was a whole second floor above the one I’d been staying, and that floor even had a small training room. In it, I’d found one of those gray-wood swords I’d seen the blue-haired elves wield.

Much to my surprise, I’d found it to be as sharp and hard as metal. According to Sava, it was iron wood. Not ironwood like back home, but magical ironwood. Through a series of processes known only to the Ironwood tribe, a neighbor and trading partner of the Riverweed tribe, normal wood was grown in such a way that it took on some of the zeal and characteristics of iron. This substance was what the elves used for most of their tools, since they couldn’t use metallic iron without burning themselves with its touch.

Sava, for her part, was becoming comfortable leaving me alone. She’d often leave me to my own devices after closing the shop and sometimes disappeared for a couple hours at a time, usually returning with a bundle of wild herbs or other supplies.

This time she’d been gone for an unusually long time. I’d been spending the time with the necromancy Spellheart, trying to bind it like Sava said I’d need to do to use its power. No luck there though. It seemed no amount of concentration would be enough to give myself magic. Just as I was growing frustrated enough to toss the spellheart aside a pair of warm arms wrapped around me without warning.

“I’ve come to realize that while making money is nice, there’s room in life for a little pleasure too.” Sava whispered in my ear.

I was about to ask her ‘what?’ but I bit my tongue. I wasn’t that clueless.

Instead of answering with words I spun around and planted my lips on hers. Her lips were warm, and her tongue intertwined with mine. She was clumsy, but so was I. It would have been strange back home for a woman as beautiful as her to be so sexually inexperienced, but apparently not in this world where real men were few and far between. Few male elves survived to adulthood, and those that did were usually the treasure of their entire tribe.

What Sava lacked in experience, she made up for in aggression and enthusiasm. She nearly had me pushed against the wall when I threw my weight on her, pinning her to the ground. She smiled lustily as I overpowered and pinned her beneath me. My strength had grown dramatically with these past few days of consuming life-zeal infused food. I was starting to develop muscles like I never had before. I should have been clumsy because of all the growth, but instead I was more nimble than ever.

Our lips parted only for the instant it took me to grab at the thin straps that held her one-piece shift on. Sooner her perky exposed nipples were pressing against my bare chest.

I kissed and licked her chest and torso, really making love to her for the first time. Her nipples were hard, and I flicked them with my fingertips. They bounced and twitched as Sava moaned with pleasure.

Then I started moving my attention lower. I kissed the insides of her thighs and ran my tongue up and down her body.

I didn’t need to do much teasing, based on the fountain I found between her legs she must have been denying herself this opportunity for weeks. Probably in the name of collecting more of my fluid for her experiments.

“Yes… yes! Let me experience what the matriarchs of great clans do!”

I looked down at her. “Are you sure?”

Sava nodded her head vigorously. “Yes! I’m sick of these small provincial elves like Katania, dreaming small dreams and tearing down anyone who gets closer than they are. Using you, I could become someone important, someone powerful. So do it, Theo! Take me!”

I obliged, thrusting my member in and out of her while she moaned with delight. Soon I felt the muscles inside of her pulsating and sensed an orgasm was coming.

“ooOOooh!” She moaned as she came.

I was able to keep going thanks to all the milking she’d done on me. in recent days. By the time I finished, she’d had four orgasms I collapsed limply into my arms. A dumb, content grin was plastered on her face and she looked truly happy for the first time I’d seen her. Her eyes were distant as she fantasized about her future.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

 

I woke up to the feeling of something warm squirming in my arms. I blinked awake, startled at first, before my memories of the previous night came back.

Sava was sleeping next to me. I shook my head and blinked, wondering for the thousandth time when I was going to wake up from this dream. I even slapped myself, but when my cheek stopped throbbing the beautiful elf was still lying next to me. This was real.

Sava rolled over towards me. Our faces were practically touching. “As much as I’d like to experience last night again.” She said, “There’s work to be done.”

“Surely hunting for ingredients can wait a few minutes.” A asked with a grin.

Sava shook her head in reply as she pulled herself free of the hammock. “No, I need to buy new glassware. Especially now that I’ve got a junior herbalist in the tree house as well. I don’t want you messing with my stuff, so it’s best to buy you a cauldron of your own.”

“That’s not something you can get with merit points from your tribe I take it?” I commented.

“No. The Riverweed tribe doesn’t have the infrastructure to produce such materials. That’s why I’m going into town.” Sava began reapplying her chest wrapping, which the female elves used instead of bras. It had been discarded on the ground since I had tossed it aside the previous night.

“Usually, Queenshold wouldn’t have the supplies either, but with the tribal gathering coming up, I’m sure the town Gronk stocked up on new inventory. I could wait until the whole tribe goes, but if I wait he might sell out beforehand.”

Before Sava could say anything more I seized my opportunity. I had to go along with her for this trip. A town would have people, and people would have more information. Information that could be the key to really setting myself up in this world, and to figuring out how to use this spellheart. I couldn’t wait to start casting magic, flinging spells left and right.

Before Sava could protest, I’d already stood up and started getting dressed. No doubt she would have insisted I stay here so I didn’t bother asking.

“I’ll pack some of last night’s beans and rabbit.” I said, heading towards the thin strips of meat I’d set up to smoke the previous night. Treating meat was a new skill to me, but preservation of food was an important skill in a society without grocery stores, so I made sure to practice it as much as I could.

Sava didn’t bring up the obvious until we were both packed and ready to go.

“You can’t come with me.” She said.

I frowned. “I’ll be good. Promise.”

Sava shook her head. “I’m more worried about other people’s behavior than yours. Just seeing you would tempt many a desperate elf into doing things they otherwise wouldn’t dare to do. Besides, I want to keep you to myself. If only for a little while longer.”

“I’m not staying here. I’ve been cooped up in your tree house long enough” I said firmly. Before she had the chance to make up her mind for good I offered a compromise. “I‘ll wear a hood or something. Nobody will be able to see me.”

I sensed Sava considering the possibility.

After a long moment, she sighed and shrugged. “Fine. But stay close to me.”

 

***

 

I half expected to ride into town on horseback, old-west style. That was silly. I’d been living with Sava for over a week now and I hadn’t seen hide or hair of a single beast of burden. Granted, I hadn’t seen much of anything having been confined to Sava’s house, but I’d judged the surrounding world to be at a feudal era level of technology. Possibly far earlier, though it was hard to pin a time period on it, since the elves didn’t have iron but used something just as good, in addition to having access to magic.

When Sava brought out a small one-person cart, I fully expected a horse, or at least a donkey, to be the one pulling it. But Sava didn’t have a donkey. The best she could do was me. 

The dirt packed road was tough, and the wheels on the cart I was dragging behind me were warped so that every couple step they’d bump and slow my momentum. Even so, with my newfound bodily strength I barely felt the thing. In fact, I was somewhat excited to test the limits of my new body. Just breaking into the world of cultivation had given my body strength that it never had before.

I’d been shedding old body fat that I’d clung to for years, and in its place bulging new muscles were forming. Sava was as surprised as I was. Normally, an elf would only really feel a difference when breaking through to the first stage. It seemed cultivation was particularly beneficial for my body, which made scene since unlike the native creatures of this world my cells had to be tough enough on their own to survive without any zeal enhancing them. With it, I was even stronger.

As we walked, Sava told me about the place we were visiting. It was a royal settlement named Queens hold by the locals, presumably because it was the local bit of land owned by the queen, and where the tribes of the Hearthwood forest went to pay tribute to their ruler every decade. The queen didn’t show up to a minor province like this, but one of her lower vassals did. Over the years, it had developed into something of a trading fair, since all the tribes of the forest were bringing their valuables to present to the queen anyway. Most of the time the place was virtually empty except for a few traders who stuck around waiting for the population boom that came every ten years from all the surrounding tribes gathering to trade and give tribute.

When we finally pulled the cart into town, I got a few odd looks from the mountain of fur blankets I had wrapped around me. I was dressed for a blizzard, and under the heat of the midday sun I must have looked more like a woolly mammoth than an elf. Sava hopped off from where she had been lounging on top of the pile of potion vials she was haling in the wagon and started directing me down a specific path. She also motioned me to keep my head down, despite the fact that my features were thoroughly obscured. I still didn’t quite believe her tales that chaka were so rare and valuable here that people would actively try to kidnap me.

Soon enough structures recognizable as buildings loomed up before me. Honestly... it was kind of disappointing. The town was a loose cluster of a few hundred buildings, though only a couple dozen had multiple floors. Thatched roofs seemed to be the norm, though there were a few clay tile roofs as well. It had more of a medieval vibe than a magical one. I just had been expecting better from elves.

But then again Sava’s people didn’t call themselves elves. In fact, she was wholly unfamiliar with the term. But hey, I see pointy eared people, I call them elves. I certainly wasn’t going to keep calling them Sa’Kasuri Hara or whatever it was Sava had told me was her people’s proper name. She’d never heard of Homo sapiens before either when I asked. 

Off in the distance, towards the opposite side of us, I could see row after row of tents being set up. Many of the tents had a red colored dragonfly painted on them. Some of them had that same dragonfly painted over by a crimson dragon.

“It looks like the Crimson Dragonfly tribe is setting themselves up early.” Sava commented. “All the better that I decided to grab some good supplies before they’re gone.”

	Sava lead me around the corner. My head was kept low, but my eyes darted around under the hood, eagerly taking in all the sites. Knowledge is power, after all. Eventually we came to a stop in front of what looked to be a small shop. It was a single-story building, and I was afraid that I’d bump my head on the ceiling if I walked inside standing upright. These elves were a good deal shorter than me. Sava pounded on the thin wooden door with a fist, causing the door to creek like it was on the edge of falling apart.

	“Grotkins, I’ve got more potions for you!”

	There was a grumbling sound inside the building. Without warning, the door was yanked open and something green and bony stumbled out.

	It was a goblin! At least, that was what first came to mind. Maybe it was just the green figure and the short squat stance combined with a long, hooked nose, but the first thing my brain said when this creature came around the corner was ‘goblin’. Apparently, the translation system that was embedded in my head agreed, since that’s what I got when I analyzed the being.

 

Uroth ‘Gronk’ Grotkins (Level 5)

Merchant in the town of Queenshold

 

	“Elf.” Uroth Grotkins started roughly. “A bit early in the season, isn’t it?”

	“Gronk.” Sava returned the terse greeting. “Nothing for it. Need more supplies.”

	Uroth Grotkins winced as he heard the term ‘Gronk’ and muttered something under his breath about elves. I got the distinct impression that Gronk was a somewhat derogatory term for a goblin. Maybe even a racial slur. I decided I’d use his real name when addressing him.

	Grotkins glanced at my direction. My hood would have obscured most people’s vision, but Grotkins was quite a bit shorter than me and had a light source by his side, so he was just barely able to see into my hood. He made eye contact and squinted, probably thinking my unusual features were a trick of the shadows. Now, if I knew anything about goblins, showing weakness would be a bad idea. Instead of tugging the hood lower and shielding my eyes, I held his gaze steadily for a long moment. We stared at each other, neither of use blinking. He broke eye contact first. I turned my head to hide the victorious smirk.

“Who’s your friend, elf?” Grotkins jerked his thumb in my direction.

	“Just a traveler. She was she’s helping me for a time to earn her keep.”

	Some long-forgotten impulse that I hadn’t felt since I was an elementary schooler with hair six inches too long bristled at being addressed as ‘she’. If Sava’s paranoia held any truth to it at all though I could put up with it for safety’s sake.

Soon after exchanging greetings, Sava and Grotkins quickly began the lengthy process of haggling over several containers of liquid and the leaves of plants Sava had been growing. Some of the potions were transferred to new containers so Sava could keep her better jars and vials. Grotkins wanted Sava to measure out one-person doses for him, since he didn’t want to poison his customers and doubted the average elf had the knowledge to not drink way too much of any particular potion. The last time someone fell unconscious after drinking something he sold them he’d gotten the whole pitchforks and torches routine.

	Instead of sitting in the corner like a toddler waiting for his mommy to finish shopping, I turned to the cramped quarters of Grotkins’ shop, gazing at the many knick knacks lined up on the various shelves and analyzing each one. I had to stoop uncomfortably low inside the place, since the room was built for Grotkins’ height, with a ceiling just big enough to comfortably accommodate the Sava, who I took to be slightly taller than average for an elf. In comparison, I was nearly giant sized, though my stooped posture and the heavy cloth I was wearing helped conceal this.

 

	Earth-shattering Howling Winds Elixir (tincture)

	Builds a storm inside the cultivator’s body, allowing them to absorb vast amounts of air zeal.

 

	Bloodfiend Viper venom antidote (brew)

	Can save the life of someone who’s been infected by the venom of a bloodfiend viper if ingested prior to death.

 

	Nightstalker blood (elixir)

	This blood contains the essence of shadows. It is an excellent cultivation resource for shadow cultivators.

 

	It seemed that most potions came in a variety of grades, from brew, to tincture, to elixir. most of Sava’s creations tended to be elixirs and based on a cursory examination elixirs seemed to be the highest grade. Or at least seemed to contain the most zeal per the amount of volume they took up.

	I nearly bumped into a tall glass cylinder with coils of what looked like copper inside of it, with various rings of glass ascending a column and a big bulb at the base. It looked like something straight out of an alchemist’s laboratory.

 

Distillation Apparatus. Useful for making hard alcohol.

 

	Finally! Something I recognized! Good distillation equipment like this that could make hard liquors cleanly was probably quite valuable in this society. Especially considering the glass it was made from was significantly more transparent than anything I’d seen Sava use. Glass seemed to be rare around here, and even Sava who needed it for her profession treated it preciously. It was easy to guess that in a society such as this fine glassware would be quite expensive. I gently tilted the delicate glassware back onto the shelf where it had been before I bumped it, and as I did something red and sparkling tumbled out.

	“Easy there creepy hooded elf. Some of that stuff is valuable.” Grotkins glanced at Sava. “Keep your over sized and overly clumsy friend under control, before my shop gets wrecked. Otherwise I’ll take it out our next trade.”

	“Theo can you — ”

	“Sava look at this!” I interrupted her. In between my hands I held a glittering little ruby red gemstone.

	“Hey, hey! What did I just say? Oh, how did that get in there? I’ve been looking for that.” Grotkins said as he spotted the little stone in my hand.

	Sava glanced at it. “A fire aspect spellheart. Of a decent size too. I’m surprised you left it out front.”

	Grotkins snatched the spellheart from my hands. “It shouldn’t be, but my latest helper doesn’t know the difference between spellhearts and rocks, apparently.”

	“How do you use it?” Insight into this fire spellheart might help me figure out the death spellheart I’d been so puzzled by recently.

	Grotkins glared at me. “Waddya mean, how do you use it? You pick it up and it either works for you or it doesn’t. Since you didn’t burn my shop down I take it you’re not meant to be a pyromancer.”

	My heart sank. So that’s how it worked? If what Grotkins was saying was true... it meant no necromancy magic for me. Or fire magic for that matter. That was an outcome I couldn’t accept.

	“There has to be a way.” I insisted. I reached into my pocket and pulled out the black spellheart.

	Grotkins’ eyes widened.

	“Put that thing away!” Grotkins hissed as he rushed to the door, shutting it.

	“Ishi!” Grotkins called, and wide-eyed elf girl who looked to be barely eighteen years old — if she were a human — appeared glancing between me and Grotkins. “I’m going to head in back with these two. Keep anyone who shows up to buy something busy until I’m back.”

	Ishi silently nodded.

	Sava looked at Grotkins curiously. “I wouldn’t expect a goblin to take in strays. Especially stray elves.”

	Grotkins snorted derisively. “There are a lot of things you don’t know about goblins. We value family and rarely are our families bound by strictly by blood. Besides, the streets are no place for a child. I should know. I’m just taking care of her until she’s old enough to know what line she hatched from. Once she finds her feet she’ll be on her own.”

	Sava nodded along. I stood there confused. Hatched from? I’d have to ask Sava to give me the birds-and-the-bees talk latter. I hadn’t even considered that reproduction might be different for elves than it was for humans. But I had more important questions for the moment.

	“I’d gathered that these things were valuable from Sava, but do they really warrant hiding in your...” I glanced around the room trying to identify it. I failed. “Back here?”

	“I take it you haven’t heard the queen’s latest decree?” Grotkins glanced back and forth between Sava and me. Sava shook her head.

	“Well.” Grotkins continued. “Apparently she’s quadrupled the price on those things. They were already worth a dozen times a fire spellheart of equivalent size. Now they’re worth even more. On top of that, she’s made keeping them from the crown a minor crime, but if you turn one in you can earn a pardon for anything less than murder. In short, there’s a lot of people who’d be more than happy to steal one of those things, whether for the coin or the pardon, and you can’t go to the queen’s guards here in town for help if somebody decides to take it from you, since they’re illegal to hang on to in the first place. You can get arrested for having them anywhere except on the constables table when exchanging them for the reward. Silly elves don’t know you have to carry the darn things to the table to get them there…”

	I frowned. It seemed this little black gem would cause problems if I flashed it around too much. That ruined my plan of asking people in town to help me figure out how to use it. At this point... it might be worth more in currency than as a tool for magic. Perhaps I could trade it for a different type of spellheart. One that would bond to me more readily.

	“What about Sava’s spellheart? Is her’s not valuable?”

	Grotkins snorted. “It’s valuable, but plant aspect spellhearts are a Dwarven Silver a dozen around here in the Hearthwood forest. Half the creatures living in the woods around here leave one when they die.”

	I rolled the little black gem around in my hands, putting it on display. “How about a trade? This little thing here for six spellhearts of equivalent power from different elements?”

	But Grotkins shook his head before even trying to haggle me down.

	“I’m a hobgoblin. The locals have enough reason to hate me as it is. They’d be all over me the minute I bought something like that, even if I tried to trade it in immediately for the reward. If I showed up with this your local constables would just use it as an excuse to search my shop for more. And if they did that… well, I’d have to head off world sooner than I’d like. It wouldn’t be a good trade for me unless I had a buyer already lined up. And I don’t. Sorry, but no thanks. A few more years and I’ll have enough wealth to return to my home world for good. I don’t want to risk that.”

	I shrugged. “Your loss.” I wasn’t going to offer it any cheaper now that I knew it was so valuable. If I traded it in for the local currency I’d have an easier time of buying whatever spellhearts I wanted. I mentioned this to Sava quietly and she agreed to stop by the constable’s office with me, so we could trade the thing in.

It didn’t take much longer for Grotkins and Sava to wrap up their earlier negotiations. Soon enough we were headed out the door. I still had to pull the cart along, which was now much fuller after Sava had added new glassware, blankets, a cauldron, and a pile of elvish clothes that could be adjusted to my size.

 

***

 

	Things were going smoothly, and, in my mind, I was already debating which type of magic I’d most like to work with. I’d gotten Sava to agree to turning in the death spellheart for the reward, and she agreed. A goblin might not be able to turn it in, but it should be no problem for an elf. Originally, I had been thinking about purchasing as many as I could, but Sava shot that idea down. Apparently, it’s much better to buy a single high quality, larger spellheart than it is to buy lots of smaller ones. I realized that made sense. A single level four spell in video games would be far better than a half dozen level one cantrips.

	Suddenly, my thoughts were interrupted by a harsh and rough voice. “Loose change? Please kind elf spare, some loose change?”  A beggar held out a pot that had a few copper coins jingling around inside. She looked to be an elf, and back home she would have been considered barely above average in the looks department, but I’d learned from looking around town that all elves were incredibly attractive, so seeing one in this state probably meant wretchedness on the level of a disability among elves.

	I shook my head, turning my left pocket inside out to prove there was nothing in it. I didn’t do the same with my right pocket because I didn’t want the spellheart to come spilling out. Her eyes lingered on that pocket.

	I turned towards Sava, who also patted her empty pockets and shook her head. Ha, I’d seen her pocket some of Grotkin’s money not a minute ago. I guess she wasn’t feeling charitable. She grabbed me by the wrist and turned to pull me away from the beggar.

It turned out that Sava’s instinct was the right one. Without warning, the beggar woman lunged from her seated position.

	“Then die, greedy goblin-lovers!” The elf shouted in her hoarse voice. Out of her sleeve she pulled out a rusty knife. Immediately I jerked back and held up my forearm to protect my face. Inwardly I cursed my ill-preparation. I should have gotten Sava to lend me a weapon. Perhaps that ironwood sword I’d been practicing with.

	The woman didn’t lunge for my face though. Instead she slashed at my pocket with her knife, tearing it open with a loud ripping sound. Out of the slash spilled the death spellheart. The woman’s eye glimmered as she scooped it up off the ground and turned to sprint.

	Oh hell no. I wasn’t about to take a setback like this because of an overly ambitious pickpocket. That little black spellheart was the only wealth of my own I had in this world, and I planned to trade it for magic powers.

	“That’s mine!” I hollered even as I broke into a sprint. I was faster than I expected. More evidence that the zeal native to this place was still working to improve my body. The hood to my cloak flew backwards, but with a huge gash running along the entire cloak it was nearly useless as a disguise anyway.

 

	The beggar dove behind a fruit stall and into a small alley. I grabbed at the collar of her shirt, but the fabric just tore away in my hands. I tossed the scrap of fabric aside in frustration and dove into the alley. I could hear Sava following me a few steps behind.

	“Theo, don’t! They’ll see you!” She hissed in a panicked voice.

	By all rights I should have caught her by then, but the alley was a little tight for my larger frame and so I had to turn sideways. On top of that, it seemed the beggar knew these back alleys, and I didn’t. I was only just able to keep her in site.

	Finally, the alley widened. The beggar dove to the right.

	“Boss! I got it! I knew I saw somebody flashing around a death spellheart inside that damnable dirty goblin’s shop!”

	“Not so loud, ugly.” Apparently the ugly elf’s nickname was ugly. Elves in this world could be cruel.

	The voice of the thief’s co-conspirator stopped me dead in my tracks. I was pissed, but I could sniff out a trap when it was thrown in my face. I dove into a small alcove by the exit to the alley. I peeked my head out a bit to get a visual on who’d just stolen my ticket to magical power in this world.

	Most of them looked about what I expected from a street gang. Coarse woven cheap fabric and loose-fitting rags on all of them. Some clearly better dressed than the others. They were all elves, and all female elves by the look of it, though with the effeminate appearance of male elves it was hard to be certain. I wouldn’t be surprised though. According to Sava, male elves were far, far less common than female elves. Something about them not often surviving to adulthood.

	The best dressed of the gangsters was just a hand shorter than me. This behemoth of an elven woman snatched the spellstone out of the beggar’s hands and held it up to the light. Then she turned to the final two people in the group who clearly different from the rest of this group. The pair of them were dressed in a combination of metal and cloth armor. It may have made up a uniform at one point, but if these were soldiers their uniforms would never have passed muster in its current state. Deserters maybe?

	“One death spellheart, as promised.” The big elf said.

	One of the armored elves reached for it “You certainly cut that one close. When you said you had one for us we assumed you already had the product in hand, not that you merely had an avenue for obtaining one.”

	The gangster leader grimaced. “We had one, but that one’s not an option for us anymore. Thankfully, the Fortuna is on our side.”

Before the armored elf could take the spellheart the big elf pulled her hand back. “Not so fast there. Payment first.”

	But as the armored elf frowned in response, the big elf’s head exploded in a viscous pale blue substance. Her body toppled to the ground as an acrid smell spread through the air.

I recognized the liquid as coming from the bottle that Sava always carried around her waist. Normally she used it as a magical solvent to extract the zeal from various plants, but she’d warned me to never let it touch my skin or it would extract the zeal from my flesh.

	“Where’s... Theo!” Sava huffed angrily as she hefted a smaller, purple vial.

	I analyzed the blue goop dripping from the big elf.

 

Soul-devouring Purple Heart Poison

This poison consumes the victim’s heart and devours the soul. If left untreated, the victim will become a mindless undead monster.

 

	Talk about overkill…

	“Boss!” one of the gangsters cried out. The two armored elves each drew a sword and glanced warily at Sava. They stepped in between her a blond elf I hadn’t seen before now. The blond’s hair wasn’t a human tinge of blond, but something far shinier, as if her hair was made from metallic gold. Beyond that, she looked like a more refined version of the armored elves, who shared her hair color, though to varying lesser degrees. She had a white and blue dress on, with decorative embroidery that perfectly matched the shade of her hair. From her dress and the protectiveness of those two armored elves I gathered that the two armored elves were her bodyguards, and this was a meeting of two different groups. The big elf had been the leader of these gangsters, whereas the small blond was the leader of the smaller group with the armored warrior-looking elves.

	The latter group seemed to be regaler than the others, with traces of uniforms and formal training. My guess was confirmed a moment later.

	“Pull back with Lady Nela. I’ll cover our retreat.” The soldier crouched down to grab the spellheart, but Sava tossed a vial in her direction. Not the purple heart poison, since I doubted she had much of that left, but something that was no doubt dangerous to touch.

	“That’s stolen property. You’ll be leaving it with me.” Sava said in a cold voice. “Now, I’ll ask one more time, where’s Theo!?”

	“You stand in the presence of a Lady of the land, commoner! Hold your tongue before I remove it from your mouth.” The armored elf guard snarled.

	Though the other elf had armor and a weapon, Sava met her opponent glare for glare, hefting a potion in one hand. Sava glared down at the slightly shorter swordswoman with an intensity I’d never seen from her before. Sava hefted another colored vial of potion in her hand, prepared to throw. The swordswoman glanced warily at the vial, no doubt wishing she had a shield.

	Before Sava decided to do something stupid, I stepped out of the shadows.

	“I’m right here, Sava.” I said as I waved from around the corner.

	“Enough, Eriquin.” The blond hair-elf chided “We may have fallen on hard times, hard enough to consort with criminals, but we shall not become criminals ourselves.”

	Eriquin glared at the two of us. “You are lucky my lady values our honor so.”

	I disregarded what little remained of my cloak. Standing tall at my full height I was a bit more impressive. I took a breath and swelled up my chest a little to make myself look a bit tougher.

	“Your lady made a wise decision.” I stated calmly while I noticed Sava waving her hand at me with a worried expression on her face.

	Just as it seemed like I’d be able to get away without a fight, Lady Nela let out a whispered gasp of surprise.

	“He’s... a chaka!”

	I realized that every eye in the alley was on me.

	Well there was no point in hiding it now. I didn’t fully understand the gender dynamics in elven society, but it seemed that elven men enjoyed a slightly elevated position. Chaka’s, like myself, seemed to be of even greater importance.

	“That’s right. I’m not an elf. I’m human.”

	Now everyone looked confused. Clearly, like Sava, they’d never heard the term before.

	There was a groan from the ground. Startled, I realized the big elf who had been shot in the back of the head was getting up.

	She groaned as she made her way to her feet. She reached behind her and wiped away the last of Sava’s potion, which had turned runny and transparent.

	“Boss! You’re alive!” One of the gangsters exclaimed.

	The big elf groaned inhumanly. She turned, making her face visible. Half was a pale white, the other was swollen and purple. I don’t know what it was, but an aura of death seemed to emanate from her.

	“Undead.” The swordswoman hissed. “The constables will be here any moment.” She struck out with her sword, cutting off the zombie-elf’s head in a single swing. The corpse collapsed to the ground, where it twitched and groped around for its head. The swordswoman kicked the head away and impaled the zombie through the heard. That still didn’t kill it, but it did slow it down.

	“I’ll kill you, damned Riverweed herbalist!” one of the gangsters snarled. She kicked at the rock with her toe. Instead of hurting herself, like I expected, a spike of rock shot up from the ground like a spear, flung at high speed towards Sava.

	The green-haired herbalist sank into a squat faster than I could blink, ducking beneath the shard of stone.

	“An earth aspect cultivator of the third level, I take it?” Sava said with a nod of respect. “I am a nature cultivator of the fifth level. The chaka is under the protection of the Riverweed tribe, and if you’re smart you’ll let him leave with me.”

	The big elf regarded Sava with a dismissive gesture. “How strange. The Riverweed tribe has a chaka wander into their territory, and they just let him run off with a single guard? Not even a warrior by the looks of you, just an herbalist at the fifth level of zeal accumulation. No, I think you found this one yourself, and you thought you could keep him as your prize alone.”

	I coughed. “Right here you know.” Though the compliment was appreciated. I’d never been the subject of much female attention back on Earth, and suddenly I had caught the eye of every elf here. Each of whom had the appearance of a young woman ranging from merely pretty on to stunningly beautiful on the parts of Sava and that blond girl, Lady Nela.

	I struck a confident pose, for which all the lusty female attention was actually helping me. On the inside, I was quaking. Maybe I really had been far too bold. These elves moved inhumanly fast and used magic I couldn’t. I had taken down quite a few elves during my last clash with them, but at the end of it hadn’t I wound up on the edge of death? 

	I mustered my courage all the same. “Listen ladies, while I’d love to say there’s more than enough of me to go around, I’m here in town on business. No time for play unfortunately. And besides, I came here with Sava. It would be rude of me to accept another’s company when I came here with her.”

	I gave them all a shallow bow and began my retreat out of the alley. Apparently, my polite refusal didn’t go down as well as I’d hoped, as I felt a firm hand clasp my shoulder. I guess elves don’t take well to being friend-zoned.

	“Wait just a minute there. You’re not going anywhere.” It was the armored swordswoman who had traded glares with Sava.

	I sighed aloud. “This world seems to be a world technologically similar to the middle ages. I would have thought chivalry would be a thing. As a result, I have thus far refrained from striking a lady. But where I come from we have something called equality. And that means I can do this!”

	I spun around in a sudden motion, catching the big gangster off guard. My fist collided with her lower jaw. Her eyes widened as my fist hit her chin, knocking it to the side. Then her feet left the ground and she landed on her back six paces away.

	I glanced at my hand, surprised at my own strength. Based on my tests with Sava’s ironwood sword I knew become a cultivator had made me faster and stronger than before. Everyone else however, was shocked. Even Sava was glancing between me and the big thug in surprise. Lady Nela’s expression shifted into a creepy smile.

	“As expected of a chaka.” Lady Nela laughed. “Even without having bound a spellheart, your native vitality makes you more than a match for the fourth level of zeal accumulation.”

	“Now that we have that settled, I’ll be going. Come Sava, we need to make it to the constable’s office before they close.”

	“Wait!” I turned, worried that the gang leader was coming back for seconds, but she was still on the ground looking up at me with a mixture of fear and confusion.

	“I’m Nela Songstone. Only a year ago I was daughter and heir to the mighty Songstone clan. Though little remains of my once great clan, I still have friends and resources across the kingdom and even beyond. I’d like to invite you to... visit for a while. I have exotic wines you could try, and my servants will see to your every need.”

So, the blond girl was from some sort of fallen clan. More stuff for me to research. Clearly, she was trying to tempt me to her side with luxury. I was almost tempted to accept. Additional resources were always helpful.

	But that smile on her face was just a tab bit too creepy. Besides, I could never picture myself as a gold digger.

“We’ll talk some other time.” I turned, and without leaving time for any more delays I turned my back, grabbed Sava’s hand, and left the way we had come. I’d only just gotten myself comfortable with Sava, and I had no desire to go back to being someone’s prisoner. Sure, this Lady Nela might give me creature comforts, but I didn’t fancy myself as able to talk my way to seduce a second time.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

Sava lent me most of what little clothing she was wearing to help reassemble my disguise. She was now walking around in what amounted to a bikini and traveling boots. Not that I minded. Sava was smoking hot.

It didn’t seem to attract the notice of anybody else either. Apparently, there were no taboos against showing off your body among elves. It was probably because there were so few elvish men. It’s not like women here needed to worry about lustful male gazes when there wasn’t a single man around.

As we walked through the settlement, we ran into a few individuals who looked at us strangely. Otherwise though, Sava was able to direct me to the local royal constable’s office unimpeded.

	“We’re here to turn this in for the reward.” Sava held up the death spellheart to the elf sitting behind the desk.

The elf looks as the death spellheart. “Of course. I’ll need to weigh it and then we can fill out the required paperwork.”

Then she pulled out a scale with two trays balanced on either side. On one tray she placed the spellheart while on the other she placed a few bronze weights. Once the trays balanced she nodded to herself and jotted something down on a piece of paper.

“In size. Not bad for a basic spellheart. Per the Queen’s decree, you’re qualified for twenty-three gold Queensmarks or an equivalent amount in spellstones in compensation.”

Sava let out a low whistle. I was impressed as well. I wasn’t entirely sure what a gold coin was worth in this world, but from Sava’s trade with Grotkins I gathered that her whole load of potions was worth about twelve silver coins. Assuming gold is worth more than silver, this reward was huge.

	“Follow me.” The clerk said.

Sava and I did so, and she led us to a back room. “I need to tap into the reward money again. Somebody’s turning in a death aspect spellheart.” The clerk said to guardswoman stationed by a large, strong looking door.

The guardswoman nodded. “Sure. I’ll fetch the box for you.” She turned around and unlocked the door behind her.

Both the guards woman and the clerk were surprised to find someone already inside the small chamber. A tall, green-skinned well muscled lady was busily stuffing her pockets with every coin she could get her hands on. Around the room were several chests that had been smashed open, coins spilling out. Copper and most of the silver ones were left on the ground, but the green-skinned fellow had already picked the gold coins up.

“Intruder!” the clerk said in a hushed shout. “How could you let a thief by you!?” She accused the guards woman angrily.

	“Thief... what are you talking about?” A puzzled, distant expression came over her eyes. “This is Princess Tivana. She stopped by today for a surprise inspection of our treasury?”

The clerk was flabbergasted. “Princess Tivana!? That’s an Orc! She’s green! And why would the princess suddenly decide to visit our tiny little town announced and inspect our tiny treasury!?”

The puzzled expression on the guardswoman’s face grew larger. Eventually, things snapped into place for her and she realized she’d made a terrible mistake. “You’re... You’re right. What was I thinking? We’ve got an intruder!”

Then the orc made her move. She pulled something out of her pocket. Something deep amber colored that glimmered strangely. It was slightly bigger than the necromantic spellheart I’d just given up. That one had interested me, but something about this spellheart just drew me in immediately. I wanted it. Like I’d never wanted anything else in my life. And I think that it wanted me as well.

It wasn’t just me whose interest had just been drawn. Everyone in the room was staring at the little yellow stone.

	“I be not an orc.” The orc said slowly in broken speech. “I be elf princess. Pretty and much powerful. I take money, and this is good and right.”

What the hell?

I glanced at Sava and the clerk. They didn’t seem puzzled by the orc’s actions. Instead, they were nodding along as if the orc had just made the most logical argument in the world. The guard’s woman was already bowing in the orc’s direction.

	Again, what the hell?

”You, strong elf, ” the orc said with a hint of apprehension in her voice. “Bow for princess, yes?”

Suddenly it clicks. “Oh! This is some sort of mind control!” But if that’s the case, why wasn’t it affecting me?

The orc’s eyes went wide. “No mind control! Me elf princess!”

I snorted in laughter. I’d been here a week and even I could tell this girl wasn’t a princess of anything. She wore what once might have been described as rags, before they’d been worn full of holes and fraying threads.

Her skin was a greenish gray color, and she had a pair of tusks sticking out ever so slightly from her lower jaw. Long black hair had been braided into three tails, and she was wearing leather armor that only partially covered her ample breasts.

She was hot, though differently than the elves. Where the elves mostly skewed to the petite side, this orc was buxom. Complete with flush red lips and an athletic round ass she would have been quite the knockout back home, barring the inhuman features.

“You know, I respect this.” I waved around the small chamber. “Robbing the local police station is a bold move. Normally people go for a bank or something. But in your case, it seems to be a profitable endeavor, though I can think of a few long-term scams you could do with mind magic that would work better than this.”

“No mind magic!” The orc insisted. “Me princess!”

“Unfortunately, you’re interfering with my plans for this place.” I cracked my knuckles. Punching that elf, a little while ago had shown me how much my body had improved, and I was eager to push those limits further.

The orc growled. It looks like she had given up on mind tricks. The orc pulled a rusty hammer from her hip and wielded it in the hand not holding the amber spellheart.

	“Elves puny little girls. Yorik is a real tough orc woman. Yorik smash you puny elf.”

	“You’re hot, but the incredible hulk routine is a bit of a turn off.” I said back to her.

	I hadn’t gotten into a real fist fight since middle school, but I was ready for this. Every time I tested it, my body was able to push itself to heights beyond my wildest expectations. I’d sized up those gangsters in the back alley and found them lacking. Even against their third level of zeal accumulation lackey I’d knocked her flat on her ass in one blow with just the strength of my fists. This orc didn’t look so tough. I bet I could —

Wham!

The rusty hammer collided with my forearm, which I had just barely managed to raise in time to block the blow. Okay, so this ‘Yorik’ was fast.

The orc didn’t waste any time. The moment her first blow bounced off my arm she pivoted and sent another blow crashing towards my head.

I dodged to the side. The hammer continued downwards anyway, where it smashed a hole in the ground and tossed wood and tile up in a shower of debris.

“Assassin! Step away from the princess!” The guardswoman, still under the influence of the orc’s mind control, shouted at me while drawing her sword. The clerk started shimmying away as fast as possible.

Sava glanced between me and the orc, apparently deciding which side she was on. After a moment’s hesitation, she turned and tackled the guardswoman to the ground.

I found it comforting that Sava was so willing to commit treason on my behalf. I’d have to thank her when she was no longer under the influence of the magical mind-affecting illusion.

“I see how it is, Yorik. You don’t think you can beat me in a competition of pure strength, so you’ve got to use dirty tricks and magic!” I taunted as I caught a hammer blow to my shoulder blade. That was going to be sore tomorrow, but the fact that that blow didn’t cave in the whole left side of my body seemed to indicate that I hadn’t overestimated my abilities.

The orc hollered at me in response, her attacks slowly becoming more savage. “Yorik uses her strength! No dirty tricks!”

At the risk of soundy cocky, she wasn’t that tough. I was holding my own unarmed. My lack of foresight in not bringing a proper weapon had come to bite me again though, because if I had a good weapon this would already be over. Oh well, that would just make this more of a challenge.

I lowered my guard just a bit, presenting an opening right in the middle of my chest. The orc took the bait and struck a blow that sent me stumbling backwards a pace, but it was worth it. I clamped my hands around the head of her hammer and tugged it closer to my chest.

The orc panicked when she realized that I had hold of her weapon. She seemed to have realized that she wouldn’t stand a chance against me without her hammer. She tugged desperately with both hands, but the head of the hammer was locked under my arm and not going anywhere.

	Using one hand to deal with the hammer, my other hand was free. So, I gave her my best right hook. The blow knocked her to the ground, causing her to lose her grip on the weapon. Now entirely in my grasp, I flipped the hammer around, so I was holding it correctly. Rusty as it was it had a hefty feel to it. I felt like wielding this thing I could really do some damage. A bit inelegant for my tastes but a weapon was a weapon.

	The orc didn‘t get up off the ground. Instead she lowered her head. She knew she’d been beaten.

“Yorik, was it?” The orc nodded in response. “I have a proposition for you.”

 

***

 

“Apologies citizens... it seems our reward chest is empty. We must have paid more in bounties than I thought.” The clerk blushed a bit. She was responsible for keeping track of these things after all.

Not that she had any need to be worried. She’d been nothing but polite to me, and I’m not the type to repay that by throwing her under the wagon. I touched the mind aspect spellheart in my pocket. This little thing worked wonders, though to get it to work I had to convey my instructions through Yorik. Apparently spellhearts are unusable by anyone else once they’re bound to someone.

“Don’t worry about it. We’ll just come by in a few days.” I said with a cheery smile. And I was cheery. This had proven to be an excellent day. Sava glanced at me curiously as we left the constable’s office.

“You know... I would have thought you’d be a bit more upset about giving that spellheart up for nothing.” She said with a frown. I know she was upset about it.

I clapped her on the shoulder and gave her a wink. “I’ll fill you in latter.” Yorik had a trick to make everyone in the immediate vicinity forget up to a minute’s worth of information, provided that they were already under the influence of the mind-aspect spellheart. As a result, Sava and the two guards’ women remembered nothing of their short but eventful encounter with the orc thief. Just the way I wanted it.

	I pulled the mind spellheart out of my pocket and inspected it again. I’d really love to have one of these of my own, but it seems it wasn’t meant to be. The first step is to get any spellheart working for me, no matter what aspect it is. To do that, I’d have to acquire numerous spellhearts and sift through them for one that worked for me. Luckily, I’d already seen to that.

Not fifteen minutes after we left town Yorik stepped out in front of us in the middle of the road.

“Orc bandit!” Sava hissed, immediately going for her bow and jumping in front of me.

I pushed her aside. “Not a bandit, Sava, just an honest woman holding up her side of the bargain. Where’s the bag?”

	Yorik grumbled something under her breath while withdrawing a small leather coin purse. The contents of this purse were far more valuable to me than coins though. Inside jingled dozens of small spellhearts. Each one represented a potential path to magical power for me.

	I pulled out the mind spellheart. “Good. Say, I could use a competent woman who is not afraid to get her hands dirty, orc or not. What do you say you stick around Yorik? I don’t have much now, but I can promise you I’m not the type to dream small.”

Yorik shook her head before I even finished speaking. “Just give Yorik her stone, strong elf. Take your stones.” Her eyes darted up to mine and quickly away. There was the same gruffness I’d sensed during our fight, but now there was also a tinge of respect in there. And more than a little fear.

I shrugged. “Fair enough.”

As interesting as the mind spellheart was, I had dozens of other types of spellhearts in this little pouch, all unbound and ready for me to try.

“How... who? What happened?” Sava demanded once Yorik had left.

I told her the story of how we’d run into Yorik in the middle of robbing the constable’s treasury in the middle of the day.

“Theo, that can’t be true.” She said when I finished.

I frowned. “That’s what I saw. You were pretty out of it. I don’t know why, but Yorik’s mind magic affected you and the guards women back there badly.”

“There’s no such thing as mind magic, Theo! No such thing as a “mind” spellheart. There’re the elements, fire, water, earth, and air. Those are the foundational elements. I’ve never heard of a combination of elements that made up something resembling mind zeal. Without a type of zeal, such a magic couldn’t exist."

My frown deepened. “I know what I saw Sava.” This new information suddenly made that orc, Yorik much more interesting. I wish I’d been able to convince her to stick around. She’d proven quite useful in dealing what otherwise would have been a very messy situation back at the constable’s office.

“Maybe you just think you saw something.” Sava leaned close to me, clinging to my arm. She’d seemed a lot closer to me after today. I guess danger really is the best attractant.

“Or maybe you just don’t remember, because every time somebody uses mind magic around you they wipe your memories.” I replied.

Sava chewed on that thought for a while, contemplating in silence.

“Anyway” I continued, dismissing the topic for the time being. “Look what I got.” I showed her the pouch of spellhearts that Yorik had so kindle transported for me.

“Not bad. These are all upper low grade or mid-grade spellhearts.”

My interface agreed with her upon consultation.

 

Fire aspect spellheart (mid-grade)

This spellheart can be cultivated to allow for the use of fire magics.

 

Earth aspect spellheart (mid-grade)

This spellheart can be cultivated to allow for the use of earth magics.

 

Lighting aspect spellheart (low-grade)

This spellheart is made from a combination of fire and water zeal and can be cultivated to allow for the use of lighting magics.

 

“I picked the biggest ones. I’ll have to thank the local law enforcement personnel for collecting them for me. I had Yorik haul them out for me in case the memory wipe wasn’t perfect, but it seems that precaution wasn’t necessary and I could have just pocketed them myself.”

 

***

 

Sava spent the rest of the walk back to her camp telling me the basics about how to utilize the power of a spellheart. We took turns alternating between pulling the empty cart and trying our luck with different spellhearts.

“Ha! I knew I had a good feeling about this one!” Sava said triumphantly holding a small blue spellheart. She had just finished conjuring a small drizzle of water with the spellheart in her hand.

“Impressive. The ability to conjure freshwater is always useful.” I nodded along. “Doesn’t look particularly lethal, but you have your nature spellheart for that.”

Sava shrugged. “I could, but I can already get drinkable tree sap from my nature spellheart, which is a high grade spellheart. Better to just merge it. Besides, I’d never be able to fully bond to it otherwise, since I’m already bound to my nature spellheart.”

Then Sava pulled out her green nature spellheart and held the blue water spellheart next to it. There was something like a battle of wills between the two cores. Both started to vibrate until the smaller water spellheart cracked. Instead of shattering into a thimble size pile of broken fragments, it liquified. The water blue liquid was sucked towards the nature core, seeping into it, tinging Sava’s nature spellheart a bit bluer in hue than it had been previously.

“You can combine spellhearts?” I said in surprise.

“Of course. It’s one of the fastest ways to make them bigger.”

“Wow. So, you can make spellhearts more powerful by mixing them together?”

Sava shook her head. “Only if the types match. And if they’re of a lower quality. A low tier water spellheart can be fed to a mid or high tier water spellheart. The only reason I’m able to feed my nature spellheart water spellhearts is because the nature aspect is actually a combination of water and earth. This is about as much water I can feed it without throwing the elements out of balance. I’ll need to either find an earth spellheart of equivalent size or spend time manually cultivating that aspect.

“Huh. So that’s why I didn’t see anybody wandering around with a dozen little spellhearts.”

“That’s right. One powerful spellheart is more useful than a hundred weak ones. Especially if you can develop a deep bond with one. In truth, just about every elf has a spellheart of some kind that they’re cultivating. It’s just for non-cultivators it’s not powerful enough to be worth mentioning. There’s another reason to stick with one spellheart though.”

“What’s that?” I asked curiously.

“Reaching the next stage of cultivation requires you to fuse the spellheart to your body. You have to become one with it. That’s not possible unless you’ve fully bonded with your spellheart. If you’re constantly switching between dozens of spellhearts you’ll never be able to fully bond any one of them.”

“I see.” It made sense. He who chases two hares shall catch neither and all that.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

It wasn’t until I came across a nondescript brown colored spellheart that I finally managed something.

The moment I touched the earth aspect spellheart I felt a connection to it that was unlike any of the others. No wonder I’d never gotten the death spellheart to work. This connection existed on a level beyond the physical. I knew that even if this tiny brown crystal were dropped in the mud in the middle of the night I’d be able to locate it again without effort. Sava was impressed that I was able to bind it to such a degree after just touching it.

I cast the spell again. It was just like flipping a switch in my mind. Suddenly the spellheart a small wave of energy, which caused the dust and dirt to shake and twitch.

	Okay, so nothing too impressive, but this was a stepping stone! Being able to do anything at all meant that the biggest hurdle had already been passed! 

I flipped the switch off in my mind to extinguish the effect. Then I flipped it back on. Off and on, off and on again and again until it barely took an instant of concentration to activate the spellheart’s power.

	“Cute little spell Theo, but it’s highly inefficient. You’re wasting zeal right now. If you keep casting spells like that your spellheart will shrink until it’s unusable. I’ll teach you how to properly use magic tonight. And how to draw zeal from the natural environment.”

”As eager as I am to learn more magic, I think both you and I know you’ve got other plans for tonight." I said with a wink.

Sava blushed, and I grinned. She’d been practically clinging to my arm ever since we’d escaped those gangsters. Even a clueless gamer like me could take a hint. “A shame you bonded the only earth spellheart we got. Now I’ll have to spend time cultivating the hard way. Luckily, I have just the place. I’ll show you when you’re ready.”

 

***

 

It was almost sunset by the time we made it back Sava’s residence at the edge of the territory of the Riverweed tribe. Sure enough, Sava skipped the lesson she promised. We gnawed on some leftover food from that morning and then she beckoned me to bed.

Who was I to refuse such a beautiful woman? Especially one who was letting me live with her. Granted, she did kind of kidnap me.

“I can’t believe I wasted so much time with you before we did this!” Sava moaned as she rode me.

“You were still in mad alchemist kidnapper mode back then.” I said, bouncing Sava up and down on my cock with my arms.

It didn’t take much longer for the elf to let loose a cry of pleasure, which was quickly followed by a matching cry of my own.

Sava climbed off of me and sank down cross legged and straight-backed on the ground. She entered a meditative stance and breathed deeply and deliberately.

	“Sava? What are you doing?” I asked curiously.

“Shh, Theo, didn’t you feel that? Look around!”

As I basked in the afterglow, I noticed something funny happening in the air around the two of us.

	“What are these?” I asked Sava, poking at the tiny specs of light that were dancing in the surrounding air.

“Do what I do! This is a rare chance, don’t let it go to waste!”

She sat up, sitting cross-legged with her palms facing up in her lap. She sat straight-backed and let out a deep breath, loosening her muscles.

I did the same, though much slower. I’d meditated before, but after realizing enlightenment wouldn’t grant me fantastic mystic powers I gave up on the hobby. In this world, it actually could grant me mystic powers, so I wouldn’t be giving up so easily here.

	“Focus on a point, Theo. Visualize the particles of light swirling together, settling and forming a structure around that point.”

I did as she said, and much to my surprise, the flecks of light stopped moving randomly and started drifting slowly towards me.

	“You’re losing them Theo! You must maintain constant focus!”

She was right. I was so caught up in amazement watching the floating specs of light be drawn towards me and Sava that I forgot to focus on the invisible point above my hands. The moment I restored my focus the particles began drifting towards me again.

It took me an hour to really get the hang of what we were doing. By then I had a sizable spec of light, about a fifth the size of my admittedly small earth aspect spellheart.

“Not bad, Theo! Yours is nearly as big as mine!” Sava said holding up a small white spellheart of her own.

	“So, you just made a spellheart, I take it? And that was... vitality?”

Sava nodded. “Just so. This little stone is extremely high in terms of vitality. There’s a whole mess of lesser zeals mixed in that the vitality is riding on top of, and they won’t be useful for anything, but the vitality can be transferred and extracted, being of tremendous use in cultivation. Unfortunately, vitality spellhearts like this aren’t stable, so they have to be used immediately. This was great! Normally it would have taken me a year to gather that much vitality! And you filled this whole room!”

“What was different this time?” Sava usually went quiet after we slept together, and she usually said the experience was good for her cultivation base, but this was different.

“You! You’re amazing Theo. You must have experienced a breakthrough in your cultivation base. You’re still locked at the zeroth level of zeal accumulation because you haven’t bound a spellheart, but I think once you do you’ve got the vitality to immediately jump right over the first level of zeal accumulation.  Now be quiet and watch.”

Sava took my spellheart from my hand and held it to her lower abdomen, pressing it against her bare skin. Then it vanished into her body.

I blinked. “What just happened? You can absorb spellhearts into your body?”

Sava laughed. “No silly. I absorbed it into my womb. I’m preparing to lay an egg!”

I blinked again. “Wait, so that was for real? Elves lay eggs!?”

It was Sava’s turn to look confused. “Well how else are you supposed to make new elves? How do ‘humans’ do it?” She put air quotes around the word humans, like she still believed I was making that up.

“Well, for humans, the mother carries the baby inside her, and then they pop out and cry for milk and hugs and diaper changes.”

“They just... pop out?” Sava stifled a giggle. “Like, fully alive and walking around?”

“Babies can’t walk around right away. They need a few years before that.”

Sava’s composure broke down and she started laughing uncontrollably. “Theo... I think your mother just didn’t want to tell you where babies came from.”

“It’s true! It might not be how elves are born but that’s where humans come from!”

Sava, still laughing, shook her head. “How would women fight if they had another person inside them? How would they work? For that matter, how would a whole person fit inside another person?”

“They’re babies! They’re smaller than adults. They have short little stubby arms and legs and big heads that their necks can barely hold up. They don’t really do anything until they grow a little, they just sort of sit there and be babies. I don’t know, I’m not a developmental biologist.”

Sava giggled again. “Alright Theo. If that’s what you want to think then so be it. Just make sure you say hello when your daughter hatches, okay?”

“Fine...” There was no use trying to teach human biology to Sava. She clearly didn’t believe a word of it. I still had my doubts though about whether I could even produce offspring with an elf.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

I awoke to quiet morning air. Surprisingly, Sava was next to me, sound asleep. Usually she always woke up before me and had breakfast well in hand by the time I rolled out of bed. Maybe it was time I return the favor.

	I knew my way around Sava’s tree house well enough to find supplies. The big black plank of wood served the same purpose as a stove, treated as it had been in the same manner as the ironwood except imbued with aspects of fire and heat. I tossed some vegetables in a pan carved of similarly dense ironwood. It wouldn’t burn and would work the same as a cast iron pan.

After digging out Sava’s pan, I picked out a selection of our usual food. I didn’t see any oil, so I ended up cutting the fattiest portion of some type of plant-rabbit hybrid creature into a handful of thin strips. My idea was to make bacon, but really it ended up being more like fibrous meat chunks. Still, I got a few good strips of plant meat cooked.

That alone hardly makes a good breakfast. I don’t think Sava kept much flour around, which ruled out pancakes. And for practically anything else I’d need eggs.

Ah an egg! I spotted something on the table. It had an odd sheen to it, like a yellowish glimmer, but otherwise it looked much like a chicken egg.

I shrugged. Right, breakfast.

But then a thought struck me. Wait a moment. What was that Sava said about laying an egg?

	“Oh, you saw it.” Sava said, yawning as she got out of bed.

I quickly backed away from the frying pan.

”Yeah, I saw it...”

“Bigger than I expected. I think she’ll be born much stronger than usual.”

	“So... there’s an elf inside of this?” I asked. “It looks a little… small.” I was holding the egg very gently now.

Sava simply snorted and shook her head. “You and your ridiculous stories about children popping out live and fully formed with arms and legs and that nonsense. If you’d ever laid an egg you’d know I was struggling to lay that for a solid five minutes while you snoozed away. I would have woken you for it, but it came a full week sooner than I expected. This little girl grew fast.”

“Should you be sitting on this or something? You know, keeping it warm?”

Sava rolled her eyes again. “We’re not birds Theo. She just needs time to naturally cultivate and grow. In fact, staying too close to her will cause our natural energy absorption to interfere with hers. Better to just leave her be. I’ll take her somewhere special soon. That’s where she’ll be able to absorb the most zeal. With help, it will only take her a few years to mature into an elf. Speaking of, since your going to become an earth aspect spellwielder you may want to try and cultivate there yourself.” Her eyes darted back and forth, making sure nobody else was listening. “Don’t tell anybody.” She whispered in a low tone. “But a couple years ago ago I found a nexus.”

I matched her conspiratorial tone. “A nexus. Oh excellent… what is a nexus?”

Sava rolled her eyes. “Usually a magical nexus is where at least two leylines cross. The one I found though isn’t natural, which is why nobody’s built a school on top of it. I imagine some ancient, powerful cultivator created an artificial nexus to train in. Or maybe it was created by a dungeon core establishing itself in the nearby area. I don’t really know, but at its current level it will be very useful to someone in the first few levels of zeal accumulation. I certainly wouldn’t have reached the fifth level this fast without it.”

Sava took over my crude attempt at breakfast and soon enough we had an edible meal. Afterwards, she decided it was time to take both me and her egg to her secret little grotto.

It didn’t seem to impressive at first glance. Just a tiny little glade with a stream running through it. It was surrounded by moss-covered trees and a ring of thorny vines. I had to crawl through a tiny gap between the vines that Sava showed me to get inside.

That’s when the feeling hit me. I’d been learning how to detect zeal thanks to my efforts at practicing with the earth aspect spellheart, and this place was positively overflowing with energy.

According to Sava, this secret nexus was the whole reason why Sava settled down in this remote part of the world. She was engaged in isolated training in the hopes that she would be able to fuse with her spellheart, at which point she would ascend to a new level of cultivation.

“See that little flat stone dais in the center? That’s where I usually sit. It must be some sort of sacred treasure, because when I sit there my mind clears and my zeal accumulation rate triples!”

“Let me give it a try.” I said curiously. I was still new to this whole cultivation thing but tripling my cultivation rate seemed like a very good thing. “Do I have to turn the thing on?”

“No , just sit on it and let it do its thing. Try it with earth zeal. You cultivated life zeal last night, but this will be a little different, since you actually have a spellheart for earth. Take out the earth spellheart and focus on it.”

Sava switched into lecturing mode while I calmed my breathing, settling down cross-legged into the posture I’d always seen people meditate in. “I’m going to teach you the most basic cycling technique there is, the one everybody starts at. It’s simply involves getting a feel for the earth zeal around you, pulling a little of it towards you.

“Imagine you are a fish sitting at the bottom of a still puddle. All the mud as sunk to the bottom and the water is clear. But if you flick your tail and stir the water then the mud will mix with the surrounding water. This is what I want you to do with the zeal. Focus your will and shove at the earth. Stir it into action, into revealing itself!”

Earth... I ruminated on the concept, treating it like a mantra. What was earth? It was strong and hard like a rock, and huge like a mountain. It could be found in huge boulders the size of cities, and also tiny grains of sand. The stone dais must have been helping me because I seemed to have a degree of focus I usually only attained during the height of combat in a video game, or when I fought with Sava after first coming to this world.

Using my will, I shoved at the world around me. And I did it again, and again and again. If I was a fish in a puddle, then I was jumping clean out of the water and doing cartwheels in the air before I finally sensed something.

After the tenth attempt, the earth responded to my call. It couldn’t do anything with it specifically, but I could agitate it. Make it show itself.

The earth shook. Sava grabbed her egg in her hands and held it up to protect it, eyes full of surprise.

“What next?” I asked quickly. I didn’t want to lose this incredible feeling just yet.

“Oh, uhm, you need to pick out the earth aspect zeal and draw it towards your crystal. But not just any earth aspect zeal. It has to be compatible zeal, otherwise you’ll end up lowering the quality.”

I cast my mind into the earth spellheart. It felt like... dirt. Like packed mud that had hardened years ago under the weight of thousands of years of beasts and people stepping all over it.

	Then I searched the zeal that drifted lazily around me. One bit here, one bit there. There was one that gave me the same feeling as my crystal! I called towards it with my mind and by the invisible force of my will I pulled it towards my earth spellheart. I don’t know how long as sat there, tugging at tiny particles of zeal one at a time and drawing them towards me. I do know it was a long time when I finally opened my eyes again. The sun had nearly set.

Sava was seated near me, meditating as well. Her nature spellheart was in her hands.

“Did that thing get bigger?” I asked in surprise as Sava opened her eyes.

“Look at yours Theo.” Sava gestured, and sure enough I glanced at my spellheart. Before it had barely been the size of a gemstone on a ring, but now it was the size of my thumbnail!

“It grew!” I exclaimed in amazement. “That’s amazing!”

“Well, you just spent the whole morning cycling zeal to it. And by the looks of it you did a very good job! I think it’s improved a whole level in quality. It’s now a mid-quality spellheart instead of a low quality one.”

 

Earth Aspect spellheart (mid-grade)

This spellheart is bound to Theodore Waltz. Its dominant affinity is the dirt aspect of Earth.

 

I frowned. Only mid quality? Well, that just meant that I’d have to come back and do this tomorrow!

“So, what does increasing the size of my spellheart do? Other than making it bigger?”

“The physical dimensions of a spellheart are an approximation of the amount of zeal that it contains. Increasing the spellheart’s size means increasing the zeal. That means you’ll be able to cast more, bigger spells.”

“Wait, so you mean when I use the spellheart to cast spells I’m actually using the zeal?”

“Well yes, where did you think the energy came from?”

Damn. What ever happened to self-regenerating mana pools!?

“So, theoretically, I could use this spellheart until it shrank down into nothingness?” I asked.

“Not in one sitting, you’d burn out your meridians doing that. But yes, you could use that spellheart until there is essentially nothing left. Past a certain threshold though it won’t even be able to hold itself together though.”

We left Sava’s egg on the dais. Sava said it would be good for the child to have the cultivation enhancing effect of the dais while she was growing. 

In favor of giving me room to practice I opted not to return to Sava’s tree house. Instead, we decided to camp out for a while near the grove, both to keep an eye on the egg and so Sava could forage for more raw materials. She’d sold every leaf and herbal mixture she’d stocked up on so there was no point in opening up her shop. She had nothing to sell. So instead, we set up a small camp. I spent my days practicing while Sava went off into the forest.

 

***

 

“Alright. It’s time that you learned some real spells. That little run in with those... unsavory individuals we had in town should have proved to you that you’re a valuable commodity, Theo. If you don’t learn to defend yourself, you’ll be passed around like an old trinket.”

I nodded in agreement. As hot as sleeping with dozens of beautiful elf girls sounded, I valued my freedom. Don’t get me wrong, I’d take them up on it if the offered, but it would be on my own terms.

“Right then. So, combat spells it is.”

“You’re not ready for the higher end moves that I can pull off with nature magic, but that’s okay. Frankly, earth magic is better suited to simple, brute force techniques anyway.”

Sava guided me through the process of activating the earth zeal from my spellheart and guiding it to pick up a rock and fling it at a nearby tree. By my third attempt I was throwing fist-sized rocks fast enough to make pitchers wet themselves. I could manage bigger rocks as well, but not nearly as fast.

“How are you feeling?” Sava asked me about two hours in.

“Great! This is incredible! I’m doing magic!” I grinned.

Sava laughed. “Good. To be honest, I’m just as surprised as you are. Normally someone without developed meridians shouldn’t be able to last longer than fifteen minutes. I guess you’re just particularly well suited to the earth aspect.”

I smiled wider. “About time something went my way. I’ve always wanted to be talented at something.”

“I think you’ve got a knack for cultivation, Theo. I bet in a few short years you could even catch up to me. Of course, I’ll be even further ahead by then, thanks to you.”

I winked. “Give me three months.”

Sava checked on me three more times to see if I was ready to call it a night, but I kept training. I was just starting to really get a feel for this earth magic stuff. At the moment, I was trying to figure out how to pack ordinary dirt together into harder clumps.

	It seemed that my particular spellheart favored dirt over stone, and because of this I was able to manipulate the former to a far more accurate degree and utilize it in higher quantities as well. Unfortunately, dirt balls just don’t pack as much of a punch as rocks. I wanted to find a way to pack the dirt tight enough that they wouldn’t come apart when I hit something. Or at least pack a little more force. Besides, I couldn’t always depend on finding conveniently sized rocks whenever a fight broke out, but I could be reasonably sure that there would always be dirt somewhere nearby.

	I’d had some moderate degree of success, but they still weren’t sufficient for making projectiles. After making dozens of piles of hardened dirt, I came to the realization that this stuff might actually be pretty useful as a building material. Sava lived out of a tree, but there were whole hosts of smaller buildings on the ground, like shoddier versions of what I’d seen in town. I knew from looking around that I’d be able to design better buildings and structures than what I’d seen so far, and if my magic let me do it quickly, I might be able to provide a valuable service worth money. Besides, at the very least it was good practice.

	And that’s how I got into construction. Four days and a dozen failed experiments later I’d finally managed to make an enclosed one-story structure using earth zeal. I’d never worked in masonry before, but I was certain this was a lot faster and easier than trying to stack bricks. My final creation was a squat, circular building with a dome over the top. I don’t know anything about architecture, but I do know domes are strong shapes I cut a little reinforced hole in the top center for a smoke stack and built a combination support column chimney in the middle. I also strengthened the sides and cut a few windows out to bring some light in.

	It wasn’t the Hagia Sophia, but it didn’t immediately collapse in on itself, so I chalked it up as a win. It was a far cry from the glorious hundred story wizards tower I’d first envisioned, but sacrifices had to be made for practicality. Baby steps.

I made a few dividers to set up rooms and was trying to dig out an underground tunnel for the bathroom I was building when Sava finally got back. She’d been out on another plant gathering trip, this one lasting more than a day.

“Theo, not to disparage your taste in decor, but what’s with all the piles of mud?”

I jumped behind her and covered her eyes.

“They were practice.” I replied. “Now no peeking, I have a surprise for you!”

	I walked her with her eyes covered to the front door of my mud house.

“Tada!” I said, pulling my hands out from in front of her. “I made a house!”

“Ah... it’s very... homely.” Sava said lamely.

I frowned. “You don’t seem very impressed.”

“No! It demonstrates a skillful and creative project with earth zeal. I could never have done something like this with my nature spellheart. However, all these structures are very visible. I’m on the outskirts of the Riverweed tribe territory, but not that far away. I’d rather not draw attention to this area if I can help it. The tribe will seize control of the grove if they find it, which means no more fast and easy zeal accumulation for us.”

	“You’re not impressed with my house.” I said crossing my arms.

	“It will be a very nice place for you to sleep. And for me to store some materials. It looks like they’re faster than growing a tree with a home inside it, so maybe you could make a garden. It just looks a tad uncivilized.”

“What? Uncivilized? How is this worse than sleeping in a tree?”

“No self-respecting wood-born elf would sleep in the dirt when there’s a perfectly good tree nearby.” Sava replied.

“Oh, come on, before coming here I lived underground. There wasn’t a dot of sunlight to be seen, and behind my walls were hundreds of feet of packed dirt. Even so, it was a clean, comfortable place to live. At least, that’s how it was before I made a mess of it.”

Sava visibly recoiled. “You lived in the ground? Like a mole? Or worse, a dwarf!?”

“That’s right! And I liked it too.” I glared at her. “You know, you should be a bit more understanding of people who are and live differently from you.”

The elven herbalist glanced furtively between me and my dirt building. “Fine. I’m sorry I insulted your… house.”

I smiled “Alright, I’ll forgive you if you spend one-night living with me in my mud hut.”

In the end Sava broke down and agreed. I even talked her into reinforcing the walls by using nature magic to grow a thin matrix of fibrous plant roots throughout the hardened dirt walls. The end result was that a layer of deep green moss covered the entire outside surface of the structure, which went a long way to offsetting the ugly brown color and hiding its presence by matching the surrounding undergrowth. All in all, I was actually rather proud of my creation, even if Sava wasn’t.

She complained frequently about how living on the ground was for bears, trolls, dwarfs, and orcs. And how that any day one of those scary ground-dwelling creatures was going to sneak up and attack us in our sleep, and that we were crazy for sleeping on the ground when there were perfectly good trees available to hang a hammock in. She didn’t shut up until I started telling her about the first shelter I’d built, the lean-to made of dead leaves and sticks. She went quiet after I threatened to change the deal to a night in one of those.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

Several days later, we were cultivating in Sava’s secret cultivation-enhancing glade. I was seated on the central flat stone slowly accumulating earth zeal. I’d gotten better at the task, to the point where I could work nearly three times as fast as originally. Sava was in the middle of teaching me a trick that I could use to make cultivation easier. I’d been going through a lot of zeal for my building projects and various experiments. Unless I found a way to replenish my reserves more quickly, I wouldn’t be able to keep this pace up.

“You’re at the level where you can pull many individual pieces of earth zeal towards you at the same time. That means you’re ready for a better zeal accumulation technique. This one is simple, and it’s pretty much universal across the elements.” Sava stroked her egg, which she’d pulled off the dais to make room for me.

“Imagine yourself in the center of a hurricane. You are in the eye, at the calm center. All around you the storm rages, spinning around you. It is slowest farthest away from you, but as the wind gets closer the power and speed of the storm grows more powerful. Imagine that you are generating this storm with every breath. With every breath, the storm brings the earth zeal closer to you, forcing it together in the surrounding air. From there it should be easy to compact it and add it to your spellheart.”

I did as she said. The cycling technique came to me surprisingly easily. The air swelled around me and the earth zeal spun in slow circles drifting towards me, resisting their nature as they floated through the air. I frowned. That didn’t seem right. Forcing the earth zeal to resist its nature was making the cycling technique slower. Surely there must be a way to get the earth zeal to come towards me without compromising its natural tendencies.

Maybe I could simply have it flow towards me across the ground? No, let it sink towards me! That felt right. Earth obeys the forces of gravity, so I just needed to shift that in my favor.

But just as I was beginning to get lost in thought, Sava shouted something that broke my concentration.

“It’s hatching!”

I blinked. The egg!

Suddenly a huge crack rippled across the shell of the greenish-yellow egg in Sava’s hands.

I stared at it intently. I wasn’t sure if I expected a tiny fist sized-elf to pop out of there or what, but I definitely knew that thing was way too small to have a baby inside of it.

What actually happened was even more surprising though. Instead of a tiny elf, a shower of golden-green light sparkled in the air. But the sparks didn’t fade. Instead they came together and formed a glowing ball of light. It was like a firefly, but too bright to look at. There might have been something inside that ball of light, but I couldn’t make it out.

“What the heck is that?” I asked.

“That’s your daughter, Theo.” Sava said in a motherly tone. Which I suppose was fitting given the situation.

“Why is she a glowing ball of light?”

“She’s a wisp. Like all elves when first born. She won’t take physical form for a few years yet. At least not until she’s accumulated enough zeal.”

“I know I’ve said this before, but that’s not how biology works.”

Sava shrugged, but then her brow furrowed, and a look of concentration appeared on her face.

“I think I may have spoken too soon... that’s not a girl, that’s a boy!” She said excitedly.

I blinked. “You can tell?”

“Theo, this is important! Male elves are one in a thousand, especially if you’re only counting the ones who aren’t cripples. Having a fully healthy son? Your line is virtually certain to spread across the kingdom!”

“Well, what should we name him?”

“What about... Sofi, or Sali, or —”

“No, no son of mine is going to stuck with a name like Sue. Give him something tough. Something that will make the other kids think twice before pushing him around on the playground. How about Tyrael, or Thanos?”

“You just want his name to start the same as yours!” Sava huffed.

“I could say the same about all of your suggestions, Sava!”

“In elvish culture, typically, the mother names the child.” Sava chided. “Although, that’s usually because the father has too many children to care.”

“Fine, how about... Le- no, Segolas!” I’m an idiot. That name is a total rip off of —

“I love it!” Sava said aloud. “Segolas it is. Come here Segolas.”

To my surprise the little glowing ball of light actually obeyed.

“So, when does he grow up? Or at least not become more than a wisp?”

Sava shrugged. “This location is good for cultivation with many types of loose zeal. It will probably only take him three or four decades to build a body.”

“Three or four decades!” I said in surprise. Then with a sudden thought I asked “Sava, how old are you?”

At first, I feared Sava might take the inquiry as personally, since back home it was often considered taboo to ask about a woman’s age. Sava however didn’t seem the slightest bit bothered by the question. It probably had something to do with the fact that elves don’t seem to age.

“Was a wisp for just under a hundred and fifty years. It takes ages for a wisp to manifest a body this far from a good vitality source.” Sava glanced at me. “Although, any wisp that hangs around you is bound to grow into an elf quite a bit faster.”

One hundred and fifty years!

I wasn’t able to conceal my look of surprise fast enough. She didn’t look a day over twenty.

“How old are you, Theo?” She asked curiously.

“Well, this year I’ll be twenty-three... twenty-three hundred!” I managed to tack on two extra zeroes. Women like older men, right?

“Over two thousand!” Sava said in surprise. Then she shook her head. “I think not. If you were that old I’m sure you would have at least fused a spellheart by now. No, I’m pretty sure you’re quite a bit younger than me.”

“Fine, you caught me.” I grumbled. My best lies were always being saved for when they actually counted anyway. “I’m actually twenty-three.”

“You’re a little baby!” Sava giggled. “I knew it. Wow, you must have grown up inside a mana well to have left the wisp stage so quickly.”

“Humans are adults at eighteen!” I complained. “And we don’t go through a ‘wisp stage’ like elves.”

Sava rolled her eyes. She still didn’t believe my story about hailing from a race of magical beings that would pop out from between their mothers’ legs already in physical form.
“Fine then. How old are you?” I asked, bracing myself for a number that would put her over my great-great-grandparents age.
“This year, I’m twenty-six!”
She couldn‘t get me to stop laughing for a full fifteen minutes.


***

 

For the next half hour, I told Sava more stories about earth, which she continued to dismiss as fantasies made up by my ‘little baby head’.

“No, I’m serious. Back on earth there were huge tall buildings filled with lots of tiny boxes called cubicles. In the old days they used computers, but now with VR input terminals it’s so much faster.”

“You can’t fool me, Theo! A wizard’s tower doesn’t work if you have more than one person using it, and you’re trying to convince me that hundreds of pe — “

	Sava froze mid-sentence. I blinked.

“Sava? Are you there?” I waved my hand in front of her face. It was like she’d completely zoned out.

Then a large green figure burst through the tree line. It was Yorik, the orc.

“You, strong elf!” Yorik said urgently with a note of panic in her voice. “Before you offered Yorik a place in your tribe. Yorik accepts! Yorik swears her hammer to the chief!”

“Woah, slow down, Yorik. First, unfreeze Sava here.”

Yorik stumbled to her feet and fidgeted with her mind spellheart. Sava blinked. After a long moment her eyes suddenly snapped into focus.

“You!” She glared at the orc.

“Play nice.” I told her, though really it was directed at them both. They glared fiercely at each other despite my warning.

After a bit of coaching I separated the two and got Yorik talking.

“So why the change of heart? You refused my offer just a few days ago. Now all of a sudden you want to take me up on it. What gives?”

Yorik looked uncomfortable.

“Yorik just realized what a wise and talented leader the strong elf male called ‘Theo’ is. Normally elf men are soft and weak like little girls, but not Theo! Yorik thought about this and realized Theo would make a grand chief, destined for countless conquest and a grand harem of countless females...” Yorik continued on with more shameless flattery, and the more I heard the more suspicious I became.

My eyes scanned over Yorik’s form. It was obvious that she was looking worse for wear. Her clothes were worn, and one shoe was missing its sole. There was a bandage on her left leg. Bits of thorns were still stuck in her clothes, and there were scrapes on her hands and knees. Lines above her eyes indicated she’d been awake for a while.

“You’re running from something. Or someone.”

Yorik stopped her babbling immediately. Slowly and cautiously she nodded her head.

“I may be inclined to help you. But if I do I’d like to know who exactly I’d be making enemies with.”

Yorik proceeded to tell me about a cult of super-secret cloak-wearing wizards who all wore pendants with the symbol of an open eye in them. She was quite frightened of them. Apparently, they were also users of the mind magic spellhearts. And they didn’t like the fact that Yorik was stepping into their territory.

That caught my attention. I’d always liked the idea of having the power for mind control at my disposal. It could make so many hairy situations go by smoothly, as the situation back in Queenshold proved.

“How many of these guys are there? And how much firepower can they bring to the table? What magic are they wielding?”

“Only mind magic, oh great chief! Yorik has only fought one of them. But she has a mind spellheart five times the size of mine! The tricky elves do not fight fair.”

My eyes glittered. In thought I’d been quite envious of Yorik’s mind magic spellheart, diminutive and deformed as it was. A spellheart five times the size and also of the mind magic affinity seemed very attractive.

“Alright. Maybe I can do something. I’ll lend you a hand.”

Yorik’s face lit up. “Hail, chief Theo! May his reign be long and glorious! May his axe always be wet with the blood of his foes and his bed always warm with his concubines!”

“Alright, easy there. Here’s the plan.”

I was feeling confident thanks to the fact that I had for some reason proved immune to mind magic. That was something that I could certainly use to my advantage. More than that though, I was kind of getting the feeling that I was strong in this world. Way stronger than I had any right to be. Every day I spent ingesting the zeal that naturally permeated this world my physical body grew more powerful. I was confident that if I had run into Sava at this point I would have been much tougher for her to catch.

 

Congratulations! Your bond with your spellheart has allowed you to begin the path of cultivation! Because of the work you’ve done, you can skip right over the first level of the zeal accumulation and enter the second level!

500 points have been awarded!

 

I could feel my body shift and change as it attuned itself further to the power of the spellheart in my hand. Earth magic would come easier to me now and I would be stronger with it. I immediately tried using the scanner on myself and was met with a satisfying message.

 

Theodore Waltz (Level 2)

Human male. Chaka and magical mason.

 

The nest thing I did was purchase the next level of the scanner using my newfound stash of points.

 

	Upgrade Scanner to level 3 [400 points]

 

 Even at level 3, Mac’s voice did not appear in my head again. Now that I was free to roam around, I needed to start trekking up the creek and see how long it would take for me to get into contact with him again. In the meantime, I did my best to convince Sava to help Yorik with me.

 

“But why? She’s an orc!” Sava hissed.

“So?” I asked, wondering what the big deal was. Sava had been fine dealing with Grotkins the goblin. I didn’t think she was as racially biased as the other elves seemed to be.

“She’s an invader! The orc homeworld only collides with our world every ten years, but whenever it does, they send countless warbands over. In some regions, the elves still haven’t managed to push the orcs strongholds, meaning they have permanent strongholds here. This region has been safe from an orc raid for many generations, but I know of the devastation they can cause!”

I frowned at that. It seemed there was a lot of stuff about this place I still didn’t know.

“Okay, but I don’t think Yorik is part of any organized group. If she was, she wouldn’t be off running alone like she is, she’d be running back to her stronghold. Just look at her, she can barely dress herself, let alone equip herself for a raid. Besides, I’m not helping her out of the goodness of my heart alone.”

It was Sava’s turn to frown as I explained my ulterior motives.

“Based on what she’s said, whoever is after Yorik is from an organization of elves who also use mind magic. And they have spellhearts of the mind aspect, like Yorik used on you! These are actual wielders of mind magic. You personally experienced how well those powers worked on you. Imagine what it would be like if we could wield such abilities! Or at least have the opportunity to study them and learn how to fight against their powers.”

Sava of course wasn’t happy with my plan, but eventually she agreed to play her part in our ambush. I think she was partially motivated by her own apparent weakness to mind magic. I promised her that with Yorik’s help I’d be doing some extensive experimentation, which would hopefully yield some effective defenses against the stuff.

With everyone agreed, the only thing left to do was to lay our trap and wait.

 

***

 

By sundown I was starting to grow impatient. Judging by how anxious Yorik had been I expected her pursuer to be no more than an hour behind him. A few hours at most. And yet here I was, crouched behind a bush for nearly a whole day.

Eventually I gave up waiting and decided to get back to practicing with earth magic. Yorik soon joined me. She seemed in much better spirits now. When I asked her about it, she said that now that she’s sworn to a chief, she no longer needs to worry about things like enemies or invaders. That’s for the chief to handle. I might have bitten off more than I expected when I agreed to be her tribal chief.

But it wasn’t all bad. Yorik told me she had inherited some secret orc clan magic. One of which was an earth zeal-based body strengthening technique. I was instantly intrigued. Body strengthening is apparently a technique that allows you to absorb zeal beyond the ordinary life zeal and utilize it in very specific ways to strengthen your body. Earth zeal was famous for its many uses in increasing the body’s innate defenses. The technique Yorik knew was just such a technique. She had no earth spellheart and so couldn’t cultivate it beyond its most rudimentary level, but I did have an earth spellheart, and I was eager to fully utilize it.

“So, I just have to... eat this dirt?”

Yorik nodded vigorously. “‘Tis needed chief Theo. Eating of the earth helps your body grow in power. You must take it into you and let it become one with your form.”

I stuck my tongue out, tasting the brown soil in my hand. It was not very appetizing.

“Experts of earth zeal body refining devour mountains, swallow titan’s bones, and chew through diamonds to nourish their flesh. Such things do not taste good, but they do it to become strong. Very strong. So strong swords and spears are like dry leaves blowing against a boulder.”

I sighed. It sounded beautiful. I took a small bite of dirt and swallowed it down, nearly coughing it back up. “This Blackgorge body technique is a start in that direction. It may not be able to take me all the way there, but it always pays to have good defenses.”

Yorik nodded vigorously once again while I choked down another mouthful of dirt.

Sava approached silently from behind. Neither of us noticed her until she spoke.

“Are you... eating dirt?”

I blushed. “It’s for a technique Yorik has been teaching me--“.

Sava held up a hand. “I see how it is. You’ve gone full savage on me. This is some sort of orc bonding ritual.”

“It’s not a bonding ritual, I’m practicing cultivation.” I grumbled, but I stopped when I saw the glint in Sava’s eyes. She clearly knew exactly what was going on. She was just teasing me.

Yorik frowned as she looked at Sava, and seemed to unconsciously pull her top lower, revealing more of her hefty green breasts, which she jiggled intimidatingly at the elf.

Before I could come up with a witty comeback, the entire camp started shaking. A portion of the earth berm wall I’d spent so many precious hours creating collapsed. If that was all that happened I would have suspected an earthquake. Instead, a fireball descended from the sky. We were under attack.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

I glanced at Yorik. “These your friends, Yorik?”

Her expression portrayed surprise and confusion. “No chief! They users of Mind Magic! Not fire magic! These attackers be different, but Yorik will defend her chief’s territory all the same!”

I figured as much. “Well then, time to fight for your new chief! When I give the signal, do that same thing you did before to daze and confuse everyone!”

My earth berm wall cracked. My earth magic was only strong enough to harden the outermost layer. Once that was broken through, the mud and dirt inside started falling apart. A few more blasts and my wall would be finished.

I wasn’t about to stick my head over the wall to see who was attacking us, but I was able to gauge their relative location from the sound of fireballs hammering against dirt. They didn’t hit with force, but with a whoosh of hot air and the crackling of a bonfire. 

My earth spellheart seemed to favor building things over direct combat so flinging dirt wasn’t as effective as I hoped. Luckily, I’d taken the time to produce a number of sharp, disk like rocks made from compressed mud and dirt. They were just about as heavy as I could practically throw with the strength of my magic.

I telekinetically picked up a half dozen of them. With a heave, I blasted them off in the general direction of the enemy. There were no cries of pain, but the fireballs stopped coming. That was good enough for me. Now that the enemy was taking cover from my return fire, I was willing to stick my head out and see who was attacking us.

I recognized one of the attackers immediately by their clothes. We’d run into them a few days ago while in town. The one I spotted was wearing a uniform, along with professional equipment. It was those people whose deal with the gangsters back in town we interrupted. What did they call themselves? The Songstone clan?

What were they doing here? I didn’t steal anything from them. Why were they attacking?

“Alchemist! We know you have that chaka inside there! We’re requisitioning him! Hand him over to the Songstone clan and you’ll be well compensated! Fail to do so and we’ll take him by force!”

So, they were after me. Yet again, I proved to be a valuable commodity. What a pain. But still, it was an asset I could use.

Sava was stringing some manner of unique bow. It had a cup where the arrow would normally be knocked, and Sava was in the middle of placing a corked clay vial into the cup. Doubtlessly it held something nasty for whoever it spilled on.

As the clay pots sailed through the air they hid the ground, shattering and splashing a large amount of viscous green fluid everywhere. Green smoke began to billow out in the air, which I hoped would draw the Riverweed tribe warriors out to defend their territory. At the very least, it seemed to be causing the Songstone clan warriors to sputter and cough.

“I have no quarrel with you, people of the Songstone clan. Know that you are trespassing on the lands of the Riverweed tribe! You don’t want to make an enemy of us!”

A familiar figure stepped out from behind the Songstone warriors. “I am Nela Songstone, now the matriarch of the Songstone clan. I am truly sorry for what we must do today, but my clan is in dire straits. Our home has been destroyed and our numbers have dwindled to nothing. We need that male you have with you if we hope to rebuild our flagging strength.”

“Hold up!” I shouted. “Don’t I get a say in this!?”

“Theo!” Sava hissed. “You just let them confirm you were here.”

I waved my hand dismissively. They would have found out anyhow soon enough.

“Listen Nela, and you Songstone people! If you want me, this isn’t the way to do it. Don’t come here armed and dangerous and expect me to be fully cooperative. How about we sit down and have a little chat?”

Instead of responding with words, a fireball bigger than all the ones that had come before it sailed through the air, shattering my wall into pieces.

Through the gap, two dozen Songstone clans women broke through. Some of them carried shields, some carried swords, but all of them wore matching armor. I noted again that much of their armor, which seemed to have once been beautiful and decorative, was now worn and in some cases had holes punched all the way through it. Clearly, recent days had been rough for the Songstone clan.

The Songstone clansmen that had been responsible for launching the fireballs retreated to the back line. Nela stepped out from the gap last and these two fire-wielding warriors flanked her, clearly acting as bodyguards.

Sava tossed her bow to the side and picked up an axe. It was nothing but a woodsman’s tool; however, in Sava’s hands it instantly became a weapon of war. It bit down on one of the warrior’s shields, which was batted to the side from the sheer strength of the blow. I wasn’t the only one to make cultivation breakthroughs thanks to our nightly activities. Sava had progressed as well, reaching the sixth level. It seemed she’d was putting newfound superhuman strength to use.

The warrior tried to pull back once her defenses were compromised, but Sava was too quick. She mercilessly struck down with another blow of the axe, catching her opponent in the collar bone. Though that area was armored, the axe was heavy, and Sava was strong. She pierced through a good portion of the armor and there was a sickening crunching sound. The warrior didn’t topple over, but she was forced to drop her weapon and quickly withdraw behind the line of her allies.

I had underestimated Sava before, thinking she was only good with potions. Apparently all elves of the Hearthwood forest learned to defend themselves at an early age, and Sava was no exception. While she didn’t excel at wielding a weapon, like any being of superhuman strength when she used one she used it well.

The swordswoman from the other day caught sight of Sava and closed the gap, but she quickly found her sword pushed aside by Sava’s heightened reflexes. With the heavy axe the alchemist was wielding, the swordswoman should have been able to dart in and end the fight in one blow, but Sava was moving visibly faster. She was one level ahead, and the swordswoman’s skills weren’t enough to bridge that gap.

But her friends were. The swordswoman was soon joined by three of her comrades, and between the lot of them they were able to push Sava on the defensive.

Sava continued to fight valiantly, but it soon became apparent that she would be surrounded and defeated.

I wasn’t about to sit idly by though. I prepared myself for my own attack. I pulled up a dozen more earth spikes, as I’d taken to calling them, and hurled them at the enemy before me.

That got their attention, and many of the warriors glared at me with hostility evident in their expressions, but also a look of surprise.

“Seize the chaka!” Her two fire-wielding bodyguards made to move towards me but Nela waved them back. “I want him fully intact please. Not burned to a crisp. Fire wielders aren’t known for their finesse.”

Instead, two of the guards that had surrounded Sava peeled off to attack me. One of Nela’s guards took their place in combat against Sava, while another stayed back to protect their matriarch.

Where was Yorik? We could really use that stun thing she could do with mind magic right about now.

The three guards apparently hadn’t expected much of my physical combat capabilities. The closest one sheathed her sword and lunged at me, her arms wide. Clearly, she intended to wrestle me to the ground.

I don’t know where she got the idea that she could do that. She managed to wrap her arms around me, but I seemed to be vastly stronger than her. She wasn’t even as strong as Sava. I threw her off with ease and flipped her on her back in the dirt. Time to put that earth zeal body training to work.

She quickly started struggling to her feet, but I was faster. Instead of letting one of my attackers recover, I lifted the pile of muddy dirt on the ground in front of her and pulled it up, leaving an arm-deem depression on the ground. As the elf stumbled into the hole, I dropped the dirt back on top of her, pinning her under a pile of mud and dirt. She might be able to get one of her hands free eventually, but it would take her some time to dig herself out.

At this point, I was hesitant to use lethal force. These people clearly wanted me alive. It was only polite to return the favor. Besides, killing someone’s friends is usually a bad move on the diplomatic front, and I had the feeling that I could negotiate with these Songstone people, if only they’d hear me out. I’d only start killing them if things really started looking bad.

I swept my leg out, knocking another of the Songstone elves to the ground. Then I repeated my previous trick, dropping a pile of dirt on her and pinning her to the ground.

The third Songstone elf was much more cautious, seeing how easily I had dealt with her allies. Instead of charging in hoping to pin me with physical strength, she drew her sword. It still had the scabbard on it, so it wouldn’t actually cut me, but she waved her hand down its length, making the whole sword glow with a strange blue-ish light. Little sparks jumped off the scabbard.

I didn’t have a weapon, but Yorik’s earth body strengthening technique made me confident in the strength of my fists.

The elf swung her scabbard, and I raised my forearm to block it. The blue light touched my arm, causing a tingly numbing sensation to spread throughout the area. The elf must have been expecting that bit of magic to take me down though, because she was completely unprepared for when my fist collided with her abdomen. It still felt wrong to hit a woman, even though these were elves rather than the human women I’d grown up with. Still, my pragmatic side won out over my superego as I buried her in a pile of dirt as well.

The attacks against Sava weren’t anywhere near as tame. The Songstone clan wasn’t pulling their punches on her. They had their blades drawn and were striking to kill. Sava was returning the favor. Grassy vines pooled at her feet, lashing out like whips at anyone who got too close. They covered her back, making sure nobody could safely circle around her, keeping Sava safe for the moment. Sava’s axe was red and dripped with fresh blood. The Songstone clan elf who had been hit in the collar bone had since been dragged away by her allies. Sava had landed disabling strikes on two more Songstone clan members, and more than one of them had taken a nasty potion to the face. As a result, they were behaving more cautiously.

Sava was holding her ground, but it was clear which way this was going. Sava couldn’t handle this fight. And once she lost the Songstone people wouldn’t be nice enough to capture her. I was pretty tough myself, but even with the advantage that the Songstone clan members wanted to capture me alive, I wouldn’t be able to win. Where were these Riverweed tribe cultivators? Surely somebody had to have noticed all the green smoke billowing in the air.

	It seemed I wouldn’t be able to rely on rescuers showing up. Only on myself. Hopefully Yorik had enough time by now to get her mind magic going.

There was a fundamental, permanent difference in status between those who are captured and forced to join a faction, and those that willingly join on their own terms. I wasn’t about to become a prisoner if I could help it.

“Songstone clan! Listen up! I want to meet with your leaders.” I looked right at Nela, who I knew to be the young matriarch, or something along those lines. 

“Hush now, chaka! You’ve been captured by this vile evil-doer, but fear not! We of the Songstone clan have come to rescue you!” One of the Songstone fire wielders shouted with pride.

“First of all, I’m not damsel in distress.” I replied. “And second… Yorik! Get me some peace and quiet!”

I heard a buzzing sound which rapidly rose in volume. The elves didn’t seem to notice it, but I did. This was much worse than last time. I tried covering my ears, but the buzzing noise wasn’t really sound. It was a characteristic of the mind zeal flooding the surrounding area.

Right on my signal the humming noise that reverberated through the air intensified. The elves of the Songstone clan, along with Sava, started moving oddly. Sword blows that seemed simple suddenly started missing for no apparent reason. Muscles spasmed weirdly. Elves were glancing around with expressions on their faces ranging from wonder to terror, as if each were stuck in a separate hallucination.

To get this to work for me I’d need to capture someone important, that Lady Nela. With her has my hostage I would be able to negotiate with her directly, from a position of power. I was betting on the fact that the info I’d been given the other day was correct, and this Nela Songstone was in fact of high standing, if not the leader of the clan before me. Perhaps I could even benefit from this unexpected encounter.

Truth was, I wasn’t entirely unwilling to join their clan. It just had to be on my terms. Also, Sava was good to me, so I’d like to see her treated well. And not killed by those six Songstone elves who were gathered around her poised to strike.

Most of the elves were still conscious at the moment. It’s just that they were wandering around in a daze. I suspected there would be more than a few more injuries amongst their numbers from misunderstandings that might occur while under the influence of Yorik’s mind magic. I’d inquired with her before, but apparently, she hadn’t figured out how to modify what the person she was affecting was seeing on such a large scale. She could do it to some extent when she only had one person to deal with, but as soon as she brought a second one under the spells influence, it was impossible for her to control. A shame. If she could, I would have been able to simply take control of the entire group simply by convincing them that I was their right and just leader.

I guess I’d just have to usurp a leadership position the old fashion way.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

I grabbed Nela by the arm. One of the fire wielding elves next to her widened her eyes in sudden surprise and fury.

“Unhand the young matriarch!” She shouted.

I jumped in surprise. I had been certain she was under the influence of Yorik’s spell. How did she break through that?

Thankfully, it appeared she hadn’t broken out of Yorik’s spell after all. I easily sidestepped her blow, and it sailed harmlessly past me. Then I swept her feet out from under her, toppling her into the dirt. I used the same trick I did for the other Songstone clanswomen and buried her neck-deep in a pile of dirt.

I was able to spot her spellheart. It was dangling on a necklace which I yanked off her head.

“The matriarch! Save her! The green swamp bears are attacking! To arms! Songstone clan! Defend the barrels of whiskey! We’ll drink well tonight!” Her shouts quickly became less and less rooted in reality the moment I separated her from her spellheart. Maybe she’d been at a higher level than the others.

That was interesting. I supposed that the spellheart provided some innate resistance to Yorik’s delusion spell simply by existing. Maybe you could block out one zeal aspect by flooding the surrounding area with zeal under your own control. A possible avenue of defense to pursue later.

Still, it seemed that none of the Songstone elves had such a defensive technique. I suddenly realized that this would be a lot easier than I thought. One by one, I went around and collected the spellhearts of every Songstone clan member.

Nela Songstone, the young matriarch, had by far the biggest spellheart. More than that though, it was crystal clear and it positively throbbed with power. It was of the earth alignment, and even though it wasn’t bonded to me I could feel its power. This thing was only a few times bigger than mine, but it was clearly miles beyond it in terms of power. It was like there was a fundamental level of quality different between my spellheart and this one. That was one more secret I added to the list of things I could acquire from the Songstone clan. This sudden attack might just prove to be more blessing than curse.

With Yorik’s help, I disarmed everyone in the Songstone clan. Sava was just as badly hit by the spell as the rest of the elves, so I moved her somewhere where she couldn’t hurt herself. It was very curious how this disorientation spell of Yorik’s seemed to have no effect on me but was devastating to all the elves. That was another secret that I’d have to figure out.

“All right Yorik. You can drop the spell.” Yorik slumped over. Clearly holding that many people in a dazed state had taken a lot out of her.

“W-what!?” Nela Songstone blinked as she came to her senses. “What happened?”

“You’ve been bested by Theo, the genius tactician!” I said in an overly dramatic voice. It was a little over the top, but it would be a good idea to plant her belief in my competence early.

I’d expected something along the lines of ‘Let me go this instant!’ But instead the young matriarch just took a few moments to take in the entire situation. Her people had been completely immobilized. There were some light wounds, but nobody seriously injured. Sava had taken the worst of it, but I’d taken her inside the hut. Yorik would explain things to her hopefully. Or at least stall her long enough that she didn’t run out trying to bash some heads while I was trying to negotiate a peace treaty.

“This is a surprise.” Nela said, an air of defeat in her voice. “I didn’t realize we’d be fighting another mind heartwielder. Just when we thought we’d survived the Unblinking Eye’s wrath they strike again when we least expect it.”

“What you could have or should have done matters little. You were beaten by me, now it’s time to make a deal. For your sake, and your fellow clanswomen.”

“Quit pretending.” Nela said, a trace of grim acceptance in her voice. “I know you mind heartwielders have come to finish my people off. It wasn’t enough to take our home and kill our families, you had to hunt down us survivors as well.”

I blinked. “What?”

“Fine, be that way. Just let me ask, which one of you is the mind heartwielder? It certainly wasn’t the herbalist you called Sava. Was it you?”

I shook my head. “As much as I would like to lay claim to that power, it was not. It was my faithful vassal Yorik there.” I inflated my tone and words to sound more noble. It was a habit I’d picked up from too much roleplaying, but it seemed to be working. The elf was taking me seriously, which was a good sign.

“An orc? Really?” Nela said in surprise. “I didn’t think the Unblinking Eye let orcs into their circle.”

The Unblinking Eye? That was the second time she mentioned what sounded like a sinister organization. I glanced at Yorik. She glanced back at me, shrugging her shoulders.

A sense of tension suddenly flowed out of Nela. “You’re not with the Unblinking Eye then?”

I didn’t want to answer that question, though I was curious as to who these ‘Unblinking Eye’ people where, and why my hostage seemed to be afraid of them. When you were negotiating, it was best to do so from a position of strength. Ignorance did not project an image of strength. Besides, there were more important questions to be asked.

“I’ll be asking the questions.” I held up her spellheart. “This Spellheart. Why is it different from mine?”

Nela blinked, as if I had asked the most obvious question in the world. “That’s a high-grade spellheart. The other thing you’ve got in your hands is a low or mid-grade spellheart. I had the seed crystal bestowed to me by the Sorceress of my clan. She knows some powerful zeal manipulation techniques, which is how she made it. Yours was self-made, it looks like. The seed crystal was probably looted from the corpse of a monster.”

Alright, new question then. “Why did you attack our camp?”

Nela blinked again.

“Didn’t I say, Give us the chaka? We came here to get you of course.”

“I gathered that, but why?”

“I can’t tell if you’re asking these questions to throw me off… but on the off chance you don’t actually work for the Cult of the Unblinking Eye, I’ll tell you. Our clan was hit hard.” Nela shook her head sadly. “Of these people I brought with me, most are from the lowest echelon of our clan. Groundskeepers, gardeners, smiths, cooks, and caretakers. I brought them with me when I fled from the ruins of our ancestral home. I don’t know how many others of the Songstone clan are out there, but here I am, trying to save all I can. With only us left, our clan’s position is precarious. We tried to bring one of the low-ranked males with us, but he won’t ever amount to much. He has neither the talent nor the diligence for cultivation. That means our numbers will continue to dwindle and it will be impossible for us to reestablish a lasting bloodline. Without a future generation, we’re not a clan, just a crew of bandits. We’ll have a much harder time seizing and holding territory, and there will never be any chance of avenging our kin. Thus, the two most important objectives in recovering our strength is increasing the spellhearts of our surviving members and increasing our numbers. When I found out about you, I realized you were the best option for increasing our numbers. Little did I know that path would lead us all to disaster.” Nela shrugged, tears rolling in her eyes.

“One of your people said something that made me think they thought they were saving me.”

Nela grimaced. “About that… I may have told them you were in the clutches of a cruel tormentor. An evil herbalist that was experimenting with death potions. It could have been true for all I know. I was one of the youngest and weakest daughters of the old matriarch, so I can’t rule through force of arms. I needed a good story to motivate them.”

 

***

 

I chatted with Nela for several more minutes. Eventually she got one of her arms free of the surrounding dirt, but I did nothing to stop her. She was freely providing me with a lot of good information. More than that though, I felt like we were developing a bit of a relationship. Enough that she’d let me negotiate with her directly instead of relying on brute force or forcing me to talk to her through an intermediate.

I ended up asking her why males were so valuable to elves. According to her, elvish men are fairly rare because they have problems condensing enough zeal to even form a physical body, let alone cultivating with a spellheart. This played an important part in why I was personally valuable as well. Anybody could tell just from my physical appearance that I was healthy, and thus it was assumed that I had a substantial amount of zeal in my body. This was very rare for elvish men and could only be accomplished by brute forcing the male elf’s body with countless incredibly valuable techniques and training aids, such as elixirs.

“Why would you bother? If elvish men are so weak –and I’m not an elf by the way, as I’ve said already — why bother trying to train them to be more powerful?”

“If you look like an elf, talk like an elf, and smell like an elf, you’re an elf. But to answer your question, there are a couple of reasons for that. One of the main motivations for bonding and cultivating a spellheart is that as zeal accumulates in your body your lifespan is extended. Not as much as if you merge your spellheart into your body and become a mage acolyte, cleric acolyte, or seer acolyte, but it is still a substantial amount. A male who lives longer can produce more children, which benefits the clan. Beyond that though, children are born with an innate amount of physical power that is intrinsic to them. That’s power they don’t have to train for or cultivate. They have that immediately. The amount the children start with is determined by the bloodline they inherit from their parents, the mother and father.”

“There are plenty of mothers who are powerful. My own mother was a sorcerer, levels above common elves in terms of power. But my father was just an ordinary male at the third level of zeal accumulation. As a result, I was born with talent determined by a loose average between them. I was blessed with a reasonable degree of power, but I wasn’t born at the acoylte ranks, like the children born to a powerful mother and father both. If the younger generation is strong, then the future of the clan is assured. The trouble is, the powerful mothers take decades to bare even a single child.”

I nodded my head in understanding. “I see. Having a father who is healthy and has at least a reasonable amount of zeal and a decent bond with a spellheart means any children start at a higher point. While mothers are limited to producing children infrequently, fathers are not. Thus, a strong elvish man can sire an entire generation of powerful warriors relatively quickly.”

“Now you see. Don’t worry, you’ll be well treated. Our resources are scarce nowadays, but we’ll see that we meet your desires. We can’t assign anyone to be your full-time caretaker, but I’ll make sure everyone treats you with respect. You’ll live a life of comfort, at the highest standard we can provide. And if we come across any items that can improve your cultivation base, they’ll be yours.”

I tapped my chin thoughtfully. “Truth be told, you make a tempting offer, though not for the reasons you think. I’m not really interested in sitting around and being pampered. That being said, the resources your clan could provide just in terms of information would be valuable to me. I think we can come to an arrangement. I just need a few conditions fulfilled.” I grabbed Nela’s hand and tugged her fully out of the dirt and waved my hand. I was getting really good at controlling earth zeal, and that simple motion was enough to clean most of the grime from her clothes and body.

Nela dusted herself off anyway, she held out her hand, expecting me to give her back her spellheart. I withheld it. Nela’s companions had long since recovered from Yorik’s spell, and some were glaring at me with unkind expressions, despite Nela’s standing order to sit still, half buried in the dirt. That was nice, but Nela herself had admitted that her authority over the Songstone clanswomen wasn’t absolute. I’d be holding onto their spellhearts and returning them as I saw fit.

“First condition. Sava, the herbalist you noticed, gets to join your clan. I’m used to her and I like having a familiar face around her. Same goes for Yorik.”

“The orc?” Nela shook her head. “An elf we can manage. Outsiders are occasionally adopted into clans under strenuous circumstances, and our current situation certainly counts as that. We can use every boost to our numbers that we can get. But I can’t say the same for the orc. The orcs have been the historic enemies of elf kind. If I tried to even make her an honorary clan member I would be making more enemies for the Songstone clan than friends.”

“Fine, she’s my personal retainer then. She’ll follow my orders and will be allowed to act under my authority.”

Nela looked like she was going to balk again, but when she saw my unwavering expression she acquiesced. “Done. Now we must hurry. We need to secure food and shelter before winter comes. Illia will show you—”

“That brings me to my second point.” I interrupted. “I want to have some formal standing in your clan. I want to be Patriarch.”

Nela blinked. “Patriarch? What’s that?”

“I noticed you were called matriarch. Patriarch is like the same thing, except for men.”

Nela pondered that for a moment. “I’ve never heard of such a title, but if that’s what you want, then consider it done. You’re the Songstone clan patriarch now.”

I glanced around at the Songstone clan members. “You hear that? Everyone who wants their spellheart’s back should come and bow to their new patriarch!”

 

Congratulations on gaining political power! May your reign be eternally interesting… [+500 points]

 

And thus, begun my takeover of the Songstone clan began.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

One of my first acts as patriarch was to send a delegation along with Sava to the central location of the Riverweed tribe. The purpose of this mission was mostly to establish the authority to do such things, but it also gave me the opportunity to place some of Nela’s Songstone clan members under Sava’s authority. She was still hesitant to leave the Riverweed tribe, even though they hadn’t treated her with anything more than apathy. Still, she insisted that the Songstone clan would be a wide notch better than joining up with the Riverweed tribe for me.

	“A tribe is just a tribe, but a clan is a clan.” Sava had said, as though it were obvious the latter held far greater prestige.

	When Sava finally returned to bring news though what they found turned out to be of vastly greater importance than I’d expected. The reason why Riverweed tribe cultivators never showed up, even with a fight going on along their boarders, was because they had much bigger problems to worry about.

	Mainly, the fact that their entire grove of tree houses was now a smoldering ruin.

	Sava managed to find her half sister in the ruins, who she brought back to her home, around which the Songstone clan members had erected a temporary camp.

	“They’re… gone…” Katiana said, eyes half glazed over.

	I sat across from her in one of Sava’s larger chairs. “The whole Riverweed tribe? What happened?”

	After a bit of talking, I managed to get the full story out of the distressed elf. Their neighbors, the Crimson Dragonfly tribe, were trying to unite this whole region under their own banner. Apparently, they’d already managed to subdue the two tribes closes to them, having exterminated the Claw Tamers’ tribe and gotten the chieftain of the Hidden Serpents tribe to pledge loyalty as a subordinate to them.

	With the might and resources of three tribes under their belt, the Crimson Dragonfly tribe restyled themselves as the Crimson Dragon clan and were now vying to take over the entire Hearthwood forest. There were four major tribes left, with the Riverweed tribe being the largest.

	No doubt, now that they’d wiped out the main political heart of the Riverweed tribe, they would be waiting for many of the Riverweed cultivators who were only loosely affiliated with the tribe, such as Sava who lived out on the fringes of their territory, to change their allegiance over to them.

	It might have worked, but now the remnants of the Songstone clan were establishing themselves in the area. Sure, they were pitifully weak, but according to Nela given a few weeks to establish themselves they could use some of the treasures they’d escaped with from their clan to fortify the surrounding area to impenetrability. Many of the Songstone survivors had been servants, but despite that they had mid or high-quality spellhearts. It would take them time to adapt their skills to combat, but with training they could become a formidable force in the area.

 

***

 

“The first thing we need to do is establish a base of operations for our new clan headquarters. From there we can start building.” Nela said at the first meeting of the Songstone clan. And the first meeting in many generations that all known living members of the entire clan were present and accounted for. Back home, not a single one of the Songstone clansmen present would have had the standing to attend a meeting of elders. Now, they were the elders.

There were others present who hadn’t been directly involved in attacking Sava, me, and Yorik. They were mostly old and young, though curiously enough, elves didn’t age like humans did. They popped into existence as young women and died of old aged as white-haired women. It’s like their range of ages was restricted between eighteen and thirty-five. There were some examples of both present. Almost all the faces I hadn’t seen earlier were on the younger side. Many members of the older generation chose to stay behind and cover the retreat of the younger survivors, choosing to forfeit what years remained to secure safety of their descendants. It was a futile defense, but many of the elves saw it as an honorable end.

“Now, we need to start scouting for a good place. Obviously, we need to pick a location that has abundant enough natural zeal for us to cultivate but is still within the scope of what we can defend with our current strength. We’ll spread out in teams of two and— “

“That won’t be necessary, Nela.” I interrupted. She glared at me.

“We already have a place. Sava picked it a while ago, and I’ve long since started building structures and defenses.”

“Here? You want the mighty Songstone clan to be based out of this... mud fort?” Nela gestured around. It’s true, the buildings I’d made were partially dilapidated. Most of them were mud-brick constructions, and of those most were early attempts of mine which had collapsed in on themselves.

“To be fair, you did attack the place. I’ll have you know the walls I built were quite sturdy before your fire lackeys started throwing fireballs at them.”

One of aforementioned fire lackeys let out a cold snort.

Nela continued shaking her head. “Leave this to us. We need fields to cultivate crops and sacred fruits in. We’ll need to set up an alchemical refinery as well. It would be best if we found a small local village that we could take over. We could press the inhabitants to work for us for few years, then once we— “

I shook my head. “Forcing conquered subjects to do menial labor without reward is a disaster waiting to happen. You don’t want the Songstone clan become a clan of petty tyrants, do you?”

Nela glared at me. “Well, what would you have us do?” She snapped.

“Build here. Invest time and energy into this place. Sure, it isn’t developed, but it has abundant natural resources. The nearby river is full of fish, the forest has beasts aplenty, there are fruit-trees scattered here and there. People will come willingly if you build something enticing.”

“We will not forage for food. The Songstone clan won’t lower itself to become a tribe of scavengers.”

“So, you don’t like hunting or fishing. Fine. The weather is good around here. We’ll cut down some trees and start building wooden structures. Cutting trees with clear land up where we can start planting crops and orchards. We can clear grazing land and sell the wood to get us through the year before we can start planting. There’s a nearby town that we can resupply through. Sava’s got contacts there that can get what we need.”

Nela shook her head. “The Songstone clan had many small tribes under their command that eked out an existence in just the manner you speak of. How could we, given our pride and reputation, lower ourselves to such a state?”

“You’re too proud to farm your own food, but you’re not too proud to turn yourselves into bandits? Because that’s what you’d be if you go through with your plan to take over a town of innocents and turn them into your slaves.”

“I... well...” Nela seemed at a bit of a loss. Many of the Songstone clan members could see the logic in my words and saw the future that would await them if they didn’t tighten their belts and learn to do the work that needed to be done.

“But... I don’t know how to do any of that.” Nela said sadly. “The Songstone clan owned several profitable mines. We collected rare and precious gemstones. Many envied our position and sought to supplant us, but we were immovable. At least, until the mines ran low.”

“Sounds to me like you spread yourselves thin. You had a single resource you depended on to support your power base. When that resource ran out you had nothing else to turn to, and your clan’s foundations vanished from under you. Consider this a harsh lesson. Now we start from the ground up. And for most people the ground up means first making food. No society functions without food, so that’s the resource we’ve got to lock in first. Don’t worry about your inexperience. I’ll be here to help you.”

With that, Nela agreed to my idea of establishing a base of operations, at least temporarily, at the site of Sava’s camp. Hopefully Sava wouldn’t have too much of a fit. She was upset at me already for inducting her into the Songstone clan while she was unconscious, though with the Riverweed tribe nearly destroyed, she likely would have found herself in the Songstone clan anyway. This way she wound up with a position of importance.

 

***

 

From then on, my days were packed. I directed the elves of the Songstone clan, young and old, into clearing the surrounding forest. It went surprisingly fast. I’d forgotten that I wasn’t working with humans here, I was working with elves. They were superhuman in just about every way. The same zeal that had produced such incredible changes in my body had been at work in theirs for years, and the result was impressive.

The fact that we didn’t have any axes hadn’t proven to be any obstacle. There were more than a few Songstone elves that practiced wind techniques or could otherwise form magical blades. With such techniques they were able to slice through trees with their bare hands. Soon I learned to organize my work crews into different groups based on who had what abilities.

Earth type cultivators stayed back at the base, shaping the foundations for various buildings according to a layout I’d designed. I wanted this place to look like a proper fortress when I was done, with room for dramatic expansion when necessary. My original wall was massively expanded upon, and several large longhouses were constructed for temporary housing while we got our full facility up and running.

While the Earth elves laid the foundations, the wood elves collected lumber, removed stumps, and even began planting fruit-bearing trees. Through the use of their spellhearts they were able to get the plants to start growing immediately. They’d still need stuff like water and light, but through magic their growth could be massively enhanced.

We’d still eat through the supplies me and Sava had stocked up in a week, but by then I hoped to have a crop of wheat in. Much of the land we cleared had gone to further that cause.

Yorik was pitching into the food shortage effort by hunting day in and day out. She’d brought back an impressively large moose just the other day. Even with several dozen people, the creature had enough meat on it to feed us all for a while.

Many of the younger elves or those too injured for hard labor clearing land were sent fishing. The elves couldn’t fish in the river I’d found, filled with life zeal as it was, but they were able to fish without issue from its local tributaries. The local streams were abundant, and it was easy enough to catch a fish with your bare hands if you were dedicated. With a net you could pick up food by the bucketful.

In truth, I was beginning to suspect the food shortage we were all worried about was just in our heads. This land was abundant enough to support us all as it was. The Songstone clan just needed to toughen up and learn to live in the wild. I kept those ideas to myself though. It was always good to have an abundant food supply. We’d need to have something to trade if we wanted tools and supplies.

Nela seemed more interested in using the fields we cleared for some special plant seeds she’d saved. Apparently, they had been grown in the garden of the Songstone clan. Their clan had never specialized in the cultivation of sacred fruits, but they’d had a few seeds. Apparently, these fruits were special because they accumulated zeal in a high density and in such a way that it could be transferred efficiently to whoever ate the fruit.

I immediately saw the value in such a resource. Having fruit like that growing in our backyard would mean we would have access to a resource that would improve the spellhearts of the clan as a whole. More than that though, we could continue to grow it and expand our orchard of sacred fruits as the clan grew. It was a good plan that I fully supported. Sadly, sacred fruits didn’t grow anywhere near as fast as normal fruit trees. And that was assuming magic was involved in their care. Even with days of work, they’d barely sprouted. I ended up abandoning the dream to Nela. It just wasn’t something we could work on in the short term. Maybe the young clan matriarch would be able to make something of it if left to her own devices. It was good that she had something to occupy her time with.

As the person with the highest cultivation base in the clan, and the only surviving member of the bloodline of leadership, she had been made the default matriarch of the new Songstone clan. But I don’t think she was at all ready for this responsibility and realized it would be better if she was given time to get used to it. In the meantime, I’d secure my position as patriarch in the hearts and minds of the Songstone clan members.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

 

The days passed by in just this way. I’d had a small office set up in one of the few furnished buildings, though my table and chair were homemade from compressed dirt. Maybe I’d have one of the wood aspect heartwielders make me something out of wood as soon as work started slowing down.

Despite the poor choice of materials, they gave the appearance of an office, if not the comfort. I wanted to look professional as the new patriarch.

The Songstone elves had largely accepted me. There were only two holdouts of note, the swordswoman who’d fought with Sava and one of the fire-wielders. There may have been others who resented me, but they weren’t important enough to care about. As the days past I was sure I’d convert them to my side as, eventually. Nela had been mostly keeping to herself, she’d been cultivating to increase her spellheart, pushing to the very limits of what could be done with a spellheart. She was at the eighth level of zeal accumulation, and once she hit the tenth, she’d need to take the next step to grow any more powerful.

What concerned me most was Yorik. The orc had been acting more and more cagey lately, until today when she refused to leave my side under any circumstances. It didn’t take much thought for me to guess what was bothering her. Still, I didn’t want to voice my concerns out loud, not with potential spies hanging around. That’s why I waited until today to bring it up, after I had sent everyone off on their various tasks. The settlement was empty, with everyone out and about handling one job or another. Even still, I used Yorik inside the building with the thickest walls and closed the door behind us.

“So, what are... you know who... up to?” I asked Yorik.

“Yorik don’t know.” Yorik shook her head. “No sign or scent, but Yorik knows they’re here. They followed. They know.”

“What makes you say that?”

“Last night, I hear the snapping of a twig and jump awake, but when I do, no one is there. Before that, somebody bumps into me, but I don’t see them anywhere.”

I frowned. “You think they’ve got some invisibility power?” That wasn’t good. I hated being spied on. I glanced around the room we were in, suspiciously inspecting the walls and corners, looking for any small disturbances.

But before I could begin a thorough investigation, Yorik interrupted me. “No. Not invisibility. Spell of not seeing.”

“Ah, so it’s less along the lines of being physically unable to observe someone and more a shroud of ‘don’t notice me’. You wouldn’t be able to duplicate the spell by any chance?”

Yorik held up her spellheart, clutching in between her fingers. After a long moment she gasped. “Did it.”

I blinked. Nothing happened. Yorik was still there in front of me.

Yorik shook her head. “Mind spells not work so well on you.”

It made sense. I’d have to bring in Sava or one of the Songstone elves to help me test Yorik’s spell for effectiveness. In the meantime, I’d just have to take her at her word. Still, it was good to know that I could ignore the effects of this ‘don’t notice me’ shroud. If there were invisible spies sneaking around the camp, it would be up to me to spot them.

 

***

 

My second private meeting was much less expected. Nela approached me out of nowhere. She hadn’t said anything to me in the past few days, and I’d chosen to ignore her. She was clearly still shaken up by the destruction of her clan and hadn’t accepted her new leadership role. She was ostensibly the new matriarch of the Songstone clan, and she was important to me because she was the figurehead. It was only because of her consent that I was able to officially wield any power at all over the Songstone clan members. I let her know that I’d help with the day-to-day organization while she focused on making herself stronger. Nela and the other elves approved. Apparently that was the norm in this world. Clans were organized by subordinates while the matriarch cultivates her power and protects the clan with her strength and reputation.

“What is it Nela?” I asked her.

Nela hesitated for a long moment. I realized with surprise that she was actually blushing. “You... you haven’t performed your duties as the most powerful male of this clan yet, Theo.”

“What do you mean? I’ve been organizing building our new settlement, and getting shelters arranged for everybody, at the same time I’m... oh.” I wasn’t that dense. It only took me a few moments to figure out what she was alluding to.

“Well, it’s still the middle of the day. A project like that could... take the whole night. I don’t want to take you away from your meditations and horticulture. Those mystic fruits won’t grow themselves.” I made a few excuses. The truth was I still felt a bit awkward about this arrangement. The way I understood it, the entire Songstone clan was essentially one big harem for me. They were all sexual eligible. The thing was, I had been with Sava, and I couldn’t shake the mentality that I was with her as a partner. Doing anything sexual with anyone else still felt like cheating.

Nela’s expression fell. “You don’t want to. I knew it.”

She looked like she was about to cry.

“No, no, it’s not like that.” I said reassuringly. “Nothing is wrong with you, it’s just I have a lot to do today. I can’t be laying around when the rest of the Songstone clan is out working.”

Nela gestured at herself. “So, what’s wrong with me?”

“Nothing is wrong with you, Nela. You’re fine as you are. It’s me that has the problem.”

“I could order you to sleep with me you know. I am still the matriarch of this clan you know.”

I let out a long sigh. I’d long since come to the decision that I wouldn’t hide my earthly origins. I already had a target on my head for being a chaka, so what did it matter if people realized I was from another world as well. From what I’d gathered, every orc and goblin was from one of those other worlds speckled throughout the sky. There was little point in trying to pretend I was a native. I was still wearing my worn jeans and t-shirt after all.

I began to tell Nela about society on earth, and about the concept of monogamy.

“So, where you come from, there’s a man for every woman?” Nela asked with a raised eyebrow. She seemed like she was on the verge of bursting out laughing.

“It’s true.” I replied seriously. “Actually, I think there are slightly more men than women overall. It was a real big problem in ages past. In our history, the male population was kept down by wars and conflicts. Having more men than women has been a major problem for any society. Young men get rambunctious if they don’t settle down and start a family, you see. They often turned to banditry or just lived lives of crime and debauchery.”

“What a strange place. If you’d tell me where it is I could probably sell a map there for quite a bit of money. Your homeland would be invaded by an army of elvish women before the moon could be made new again.”

I grinned. “I don’t doubt it. Heck, many of the men back home would probably thank me for it. Unfortunately, my home isn’t exactly the kind of place you could walk to.”

Then Nela took the initiative. In one smooth motion, she leaned over and planted a kiss on my lips. They were soft and warm. I only spared a second for surprise before returning the act of affection.

Nela looked into my eyes and I looked into hers. The morals ingrained in me from years of living in a monogamous society were still telling me that this was wrong, but another, more primal part of me was telling me that this was very right. Eventually I gave in to those urges. I let the beast free and immediately it sent a hand crawling up Nela’s shirt.

She was beautiful. I’d been ignoring it for a long while now, because I kept mentally thinking of her as unavailable to me, but now she was right here. All elves in general were stunning, and that probably had to do with the fact that they didn’t age like humans and that the zeal naturally present in this world made their bodies stronger and healthier. I hadn’t seen a single crippled or ugly elf since coming here. That being said, Nela was even more beautiful than the others. That might have been because she’d bonded with a more powerful spellheart and thus had larger quantities of zeal flowing through her body, or it could simply be a natural gift. At any rate, I my hands eagerly ran over her jade-like flawless skin, cupping her lush breasts in my hand.

With a tug, her top came off, and the rest of her clothes soon followed. I added my jeans and t-shirt to the pile rapidly forming on the ground.

Nela guided me towards her, before pushing me down onto one of the straw and blanket mattresses that the clan had assembled for bedding. She straddled my waist, leaned over so her lips could remain in contact with mine.

“Are you sure?” I asked her.

“Theo, coming to this place to try to kidnap you was my idea. I’ve wanted this since the moment I first laid eyes on you back in that backwater little town.”

With that, Nela plunged downward, impaling herself on me with a moan of pleasure. She got midway down when I suddenly felt some resistance, but Nela simply let her full weight down again, and I burst through the barrier. When I spotted a droplet of blood, I realized that Nela had been a virgin. Had been being the operative word. I’d just popped her cherry.

“That wasn’t so bad.” Nela seemed to be breathing a sigh of relief.

“It’s supposed to be enjoyable.”

Nela bit her lip as she continued, her pleasure growing. “Now I can see why mother spent every other night with at least one of the clan’s males. This is the fun part. Doing my duty for the clan is just a bonus.”

We stayed in that position for a while longer. Nela continued to ride me, but she was inexperienced and wasn’t able to keep up a rapid pace. Not that her endurance was lacking. As an elf enhanced by the mystical force of zeal, I suspected she had considerably more endurance than any human back on earth. She just didn’t have the motion down yet, and she felt a bit awkward and hesitant. I shifted positions and took over, hoping to alleviate that anxiety.

I’d never been the most sexually active individual in the world. There were plenty of men back on earth whose sexual conquests would put mine to shame. But porn was free, and I’d watched enough of it to know a thing or two.

Soon I had Nela moaning and groaning. At one point, the swordswoman burst in, worried that something was wrong with their matriarch. She left with cheeks crimson red.

When we climaxed together for the third time, something strange happened. There was a glow, reminiscent of what happened when I had slept with Sava a few weeks ago. But now it was much stronger. It was like there was a resonance between the two of us. My spellheart glowed and hummed with power, as did Nela’s. It wasn’t the same as when power was consumed though. This was different. Before my eyes, the earth spellheart, previously globular and roughly hewn, began to shift and morph like liquid. Before my eyes, it shifted into something clearer. Something sharper.

“What’s happening?” I asked nervously. 

Nela looked on in surprise and glee. “It’s shifting into a higher quality spellheart. This is amazing! Normally you need an expert at least a level above to induce that kind of change. Maybe it has something to do with all this?”

Like before, me and Nela suddenly found ourselves surrounded by life zeal. The energy swirled and bubbled. Nela breathed slowly and steadily, taking the life-giving energy into herself one breath at a time. I followed suit, doing the same.

“I’d heard of the legendary vitality of the chakas, but I’d never imagined it would be like this.”

By the time we finished, the sun was starting to set. I looked around, suddenly worried about where Sava was. Nela clung to me like a puppy, which I didn’t mind. In fact, I took the moment to wrap an arm around her waist. We both got half-dressed before wandering out of the small building with each other in our arms. The other elves looked at us with slight smiles on their faces. Not only had we had a good time, but our spellhearts had also increased in potency. It was a day well spent.

 

***

 

I sat with all the elves by the campfire that night. We were having steak from the moose Yorik caught. I hadn’t seen Sava around, and I suspected she was avoiding me. I decided to corner her while eating that night.

“You’ve been avoiding me.” I said, taking a seat next to her.

“I thought it better if I stay away. You’ve got new company to keep after all.” She didn’t gesture, but I knew she was talking about Nela. She must have seen the two of us together. That wasn’t much of a surprise. Half the Songstone clan was waiting outside when we emerged.

“Are you mad?” I asked. Sava blinked in response.

“Mad? No. A bit jealous really, but also ashamed.”

“Ashamed?”

Sava shook her head. “I thought I could keep you all to myself. I thought if we just stayed hidden away in the woods we could eventually found our own clan together, from the ground up.”

“I suppose that would have worked for me as well. Though it might have taken a bit longer. Still, this is better in many ways. We’re not starting from scratch. There’s plenty of history to the Songstone clan, with old wealth, connections, and reputation. There’s also other people here who know how to run a clan so we don’t have to figure it out ourselves.”

“I know, but still...”

“If you want a leadership position, I can see that you get one. I am the patriarch after all.”

Sava smiled. “You were worried about me. I thought for sure you wouldn’t want me around anymore, now that you have better options.”

I kissed Sava on the cheek. “You were wrong.”

Sava was every bit as beautiful as Nela, though in very different ways. Where Nela was proud but uncertain, Sava was practical and caring. Nela was refined, Sava was protective. I found both of them wonderful in their own way, and I didn’t want to give up either of them. And in this world, I wouldn’t have to.

“I suppose you’re right. Thinking I could keep you all to myself was just a deluded fantasy. Even if we managed to establish a clan, without powerful techniques we’d be wiped out by the next enemy to come along. But these Songstone survivors surely have a few secret mystic art manuals. I’m just sad that I never got to name a clan. I’ve always wanted come up with the name of a mighty sect or clan.”

“Well, why can’t you name this one?”

“They’re already the Songstone clan though.”

I shook my head. “I haven’t brought it up yet, but they can’t really use that name anymore. They’ve got old enemies. When they were at full power they might have been able to frighten those foes off, but now that they’re as weak as they are they don’t have anywhere near the power required to resist even the least of their old foes. They need to pick a new name and then lie low until they gather some of their old strength back.”

“Hmm, in that case, what about the Sava clan?”

“That might be hard to sell to Nela and the rest of the clan members.”

“Fine. You said you walked here from another world. How about the World walker clan?”

“It has a nice ring to it, but it’s a bit ostentatious for a small clan that’s out in the middle of nowhere, living in the woods.”

“Oh alright. The forest we are in is called the Hearthwood forest. We can call ourselves the Hearthwood clan.”

I tapped my chin in thought. “By picking this name, we’re subtly laying claim to this entire forest. Are there any major powers around her that would take offense at that?”

“A couple are on the same level as my Riverweed tribe. I was invited to join by a few of them. As far as I know, none of them have any mage acolytes, so they should be on the same level of power as us. We might be pushing it but as more Riverweed survivors rally to us we should be able to keep the title.”

“Good. I intended to claim this whole forest soon enough anyway. I’ll declare it tonight. From now on, we’re the Hearthwood clan. It will be good to cut any overt ties with the old Songstone clan. Perhaps it will make the Songstone clan members more accepting of you as well. They still seem to treat you like a bit of an outsider, despite the fact that you’ve spent the last few weeks making herbs to heal their wounds. Some of them might never have recovered from the injuries they picked up fleeing their clan if not for your care and attention.”

“It’s won me a few new friends, I’ll admit.”

Sava and I shared a long quiet moment, just enjoying each other’s presence after several days apart. I suddenly realized that while integrating with the Songstone clan had only been a little hectic for me, for Sava, it was a big deal. She must have grown up in the Riverweed tribe, surrounded by elves she’d known since childhood. A now she suddenly had many new people bustling around her. It must have been very disconcerting. I would have to do my best to comfort her.

“Now, tell me about this mysterious attacker your orc friend is so worried about.”

“You heard that?” I asked in surprise. I had made sure I was alone when talking to Yorik.

Sava smiled. “You did better than most, but I’m on the edge of reaching the seventh level. My hearing is better than yours. Also, you know I have a fondness for trees. One of the things you learn is that people rarely look up.”

I grinned sheepishly. “Well, I’m glad that you were there. You wouldn’t happen to have seen anybody who could be our mystery attacker, would you?”

“I haven’t. But I do know that if you want to hook a fish, you have to put some bait on your line.”

My eyes sparkled. “You want to set a trap.”

“Just so. We play this right we can draw them out into the open. Then we can deal with them.”

“We know they’re using mind magic. I’m far more resistant to that kind of magic than you or anybody else here, so I’ll be the one to confront our opponent.”

Sava nodded. “We’ll put the orc out in the open. I’ll tail her and try to startle the spy, if she really exists. It will be up to you to spot her thought, since you can see through mind magic. If you or the orc can figure out how to disable it, we can capture her.”

“A good plan. Let’s set up our trap first thing tomorrow, once everyone splits up to complete their various jobs.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

There was some grumbling as I introduced the new clan name. Several people flat out refused to let go of the name Songstone. I ended up saying that they could continue to think of themselves as whatever they wanted, but if they didn’t want the same calamity that befell their old clan to fall on them again here they had best start using the name Hearthwood clan. That finally shut up the naysayers.

That struck a chord with many of them. What finally tipped the balance was Nela voicing her support for the new clan name. From henceforth, the Songstone clan was dead, and the Hearthwood clan was born. It was small for the time being, but I had big plans.

With that matter settled, I sent everyone off to work. There was much to do and little time to waste. Nela seemed to sense my anxiety. She noticed that Sava was staying behind with me. Most mornings, she would have already left to go hunting. Still, she didn’t ask any questions and instead returned to tending the young spirit fruit trees that were her pet project.

I’d filled Yorik in on most of the plan already, but I wanted to make sure she knew what role she had to play.

“So, you need to expose yourself for a bit. Just stay here chopping some firewood. Act immersed in your task. Me and Sava will stay hidden. With any luck, this mind heartwielder will reveal themselves.”

“If that be the chief’s orders, then Yorik shall chop wood.” The orc threw up a clumsy salute. I hadn’t taught her that. Maybe orcs had some degree of military organization.  Everything Sava had told me had led me to believe that the orcs were composed of tribes of barbaric savages. That might have been a bit of an exaggeration on her part though. After all, orcs were the historic enemy of elf-kind. It’s why I decided to call Yorik’s people orcs after having already decided to call Sava’s people elves.

Sava and I lay in wait, watching as Yorik went about her task. I made a big show of loudly stomping off into the distance, towards where the woodcutters were clearing timber. After more than a week of work, they had already gotten quite a bit of land cleared. Having superhuman strength and abilities was incredibly helpful for mundane tasks.

After I was sure I was out of sight, I started doubling back. Quietly this time, like Sava had shown me. I kept my eyes peeled the whole way, watching for anything out of the ordinary. I mentally prepared myself to combat the ‘don’t notice me’ spell that Yorik had shown me. Hopefully my full concentration could overpower the effects of the spell, even if it was significantly stronger than the version that Yorik was capable of.

I made it all the way back and ended up crouching behind a doorway. I didn’t dare get any closer, for fear of upsetting the ambush.

Suddenly, a figure peeled out of the shadows. It was clearly female. An elf, slightly smaller than average. She seemed a little young. If she were human I would have guessed early twenties or very late teens.

I prepared to leap from my position. Yorik was still oblivious to the girl, who was approaching her from behind. She held a small dagger clutched in her right hand. The tip glistened with some type of purple oil.

This was clearly an assassination, but something didn’t strike me quite right about it. The young elf had a sense of hesitation on her face, as if she were bracing herself for what she was about to do. She was walking clumsily, making noise. If it weren’t for her magic, any elf with a bow would have shot her full of holes.

Perhaps this was some sort of training mission? I couldn’t believe that whatever shadowy organization Yorik had upset by possessing a mind spellheart could get into a position of power with assassins as clumsy as this.

It didn’t surprise me that they didn’t send their best though. A single orc, hiding in the woods? Sure, she’d caused some disasters like trying to rob a building in broad daylight using mind magic, but it wasn’t like she was giving away mind spellhearts. It made sense that they’d use her death for training purposes. Too bad for that trainee that things wouldn’t work out for them today.

Mentally, I shifted my plans. It would be better to capture her than to kill her. And I didn’t just make this decision because she was a pretty elf girl. Gaining information should always be the first move in any engagement. Frankly, she looked like she was someone who could be easily coerced into giving up such information. I gave Sava a hand signal, indicating that I was seeing something. Sava knocked an arrow and scanned the area my eyes were peering at.

Then the girl stepped on a dry stick, making a loud cracking sound that reverberated through the air. That must have been enough to shake Sava out of the spell. She wasn’t the best hunter, but she’d spent enough time in the woods to have the instincts of one. A second later an arrow was soaring through the air towards her target, in the direction the sound came from.

I cursed mentally. Sava’s arrow was aimed right at the girl’s throat. A lucky shot considering she was shooting blind. Worse, in the split second the arrow was released the girl seemed to not even notice. She’d be dead and never even realized what killed her.

I picked up a big clump of dirt using the power of my spellheart. I’d gotten quite good at throwing these things with magic recently. Maybe I could knock the arrow off target. Then I could knock the girl’s legs out from under her with a second throw.

I hurled the lump of dirt with my full strength... and missed completely. That would have been it, but I was a bit closer, and Sava was using a small game hunting bow rather than her usual full-size bow. That meant that my throw managed to reach its destination before Sava’s arrow. I might have not been able to knock the arrow out of the way, but I hit my secondary target.

The girl was hit in the small of her back by my clump of dirt. Despite being loosely packed and fairly soft, the projectile was still heavy and moving quickly. The blow knocked the girl off her feet, sending her stumbling to the ground. She must have lost concentration then, because Yorik looked up startled as the young elf appeared groaning at her feet.

“Yorik, stay your hand!” I shouted as I came running out of hiding. Yorik had raised the axe she had just been chopping wood with, prepared to strike downward at her would-be assassin. “Sava, fetch some rope!”

Before the girl could recover, I kicked the dagger out of her hands and reached for the necklace around her throat. Just about everyone I’d met kept their spellheart on a necklace. I pulled the silver chain off her neck, withdrawing an amber colored stone. It was approximately the same size and quality as my own earth spellheart.

“Yorik, sit on her.” I told the orc. She was heavy, and the elf was still blinking away confusion at having been suddenly attacked. Now that she was disarmed, she was much less of a threat. From her futile struggling it was obvious that her physical strength wasn’t much to boast about.

Sava soon returned, and we bound her hands and legs.

“H-hey! Let me go!” the girl struggled, but any one of us would have been able to overpower her. With the three of us she had no chance of breaking free.

“Don’t fret. I just want to ask a few questions is all.” I’d messed up my last interrogation with Nela terribly and it was only good circumstances that allowed things to turn out as well as they did. This time I was determined to ask my prisoner the right questions from the start.

 

***

 

My preparations proved to be unnecessary, however. As soon as Sava took the gag out of the girls mouth she started blabbering.

“P-please! I’ll do whatever! D-don’t torture me!” She cried.

“Uh… you’ve got nothing to fear as long as you answer my questions.” I said comfortingly.

The girl glanced at my face and her expression softened a little. But then she glanced at Sava and Yorik who were both glaring down at her anxiety appeared in the creases around her eyes.

“Tell me a bit about yourself, starting with— “

The girl didn’t need any prompting. As soon as the question was asked she started spouting out information as fast as she could.

“My name is Illiel. Illiel Amber, I’m an apprentice Secret Keeper, for the Worshipers of the Unblinking Eye. The branch I’m a part of serves to silence those who use our magic in the open. My mother is a high-ranking member of the cult which is how I got my position. I don’t really like it though. I’m really, really sorry about trying to assassinate the orc over there. I was ordered to do it and I didn’t have any choice. My mentor is waiting for me to report back and she can be really, really mean if she doesn’t get what she wants. I wanted to— “

I cut her off. There was a lot of information there and little time to process it.

“Alright Illiel, is it? I want to hear a bit about your organization, you called them the Worshipers of the Unblinking Eye?”

“The Unblinking Eye is the name of the thing we worship. I’m just a low-level member of the cult so I don’t know much about it, but I do know it’s a thing from beyond the void. It’s a creature that hails from lands unknown and wields vast mastery over the powers of the mind. Its magic is far beyond what spellhearts can do. And even those who have merged with their spellhearts to become acolytes can’t fathom its power. The mind-aspect spellhearts we use are made by it. We’re known as the Cult of the Unblinking Eye to outsiders that know about us, though part of the job of Secret Keepers like me is to keep the number of outsiders who know about us to a minimum.”

“So, you guys are like some sort of Illuminati? A secret society?”

“I don’t know what the Illuminati are, but you could say that. Many of our members are influential members of kingdoms and governance. My mother controls a county in this kingdom.”

Alright, so the mind heartwielders’ formed some sort of secret society, keeping mind magic quiet and mostly unknown. It made sense. From what I’d seen thus far, mind magic was most effective if your target was completely unprepared. Sava had been able to get better at resisting Yorik’s mind magic just by being ready for it and getting familiar with what it felt like. If people were actually able to train themselves to resist mind magic and prepare countermeasures for it, it wouldn’t be anywhere near as powerful a tool. And it surely was a powerful tool. Yorik had been wasting it by trying to rob a building, but I could see how a powerful countess could use mind magic to manipulate her peers into yielding to her on important decisions. Or how a subordinate could use it to slowly accumulate more power from her superiors. Used carefully over the long term, a skilled mind heartwielder could worm their way to the highest heights of power.

Then my brain remembered what she’d said just a few moments ago. She’d mentioned a mentor.

“Crap.” I slapped my palm to my face. How did I not realize that there might be more than one of them?

“What? What is it?” Sava asked me.

I turned back to Illiel. “Your mentor. Tell me more about her.”

“Madame Gurthari is an experienced Secret Keeper for the Cult of the Unblinking Eye. She’s completed many missions successfully, which I why my mother made me apprentice to her. Only… she hates me. I think she’s envious of how I was given my position in the cult by my mother. She’s always lecturing me about how if I don’t learn to work hard I’ll never amount to anything.”

“So, she’s annoying. Okay, but do you know where she is now?”

For the first time, Illiel hesitated a little. Even tied up surrounded by enemies, fear of this Gurthari lingered in her eyes.

Sava and Yorik glanced at each other. They very rarely saw eye to eye, but this was one of those times. Sava punched one fist into her palm, glaring down threateningly at the young elf before her. Clearly, they intended to use violence to get the information out of our captive.

“Woah! Guys hold up. Let me try first.” I made sure to wait just long enough before intervening that Illiel would get the message. Conflicting thoughts ran through her head. She was afraid of us, but she was also afraid of this Madame Gurthari. From how she’d spoken, I’d realized that her loyalty to her organization, the Cult of the Unblinking Eye, wasn’t too strong. There was a little resentment there and I’d wager much of it had to do with this Madame Gurthari. After a bit of consideration, I realized that this girl would react better to the carrot than the stick.

“So, Illiel. My name is Theo.” I said with a small smile. “Let’s table this talk for a moment. Instead, let’s talk about what I can do for you.”

Illiel glanced up at me, and then down at her hands, which were still bound together with course rope.

I nodded and pulled out a small knife I’d taken to keeping at my side. With a slice, I cut the bonds free. Illiel stretched her fingers gratefully and rubbed her wrists. I wasn’t too worried about her running away. She didn’t have her spellheart, and her legs were still bound. Still, getting her a bit more comfortable might have been the difference between her agreeing to my plan and not.

“Sava, run to the storeroom. Nela has some of that fancy tea. Bring it here and let’s share a cup with our guest.”

“I don’t think we... oh, that tea!”

I nodded slowly. Hopefully Sava understood what I meant. Nela didn’t actually have any tea on her, but she’d brought some powerful medical supplies with her from the Songstone clan. One of them was a bundle of exotic leaves that would soothe the mind and body. Normally it was used to deal with wounded to keep them from panicking at the loss of a limb or from the pain. Sava had begged me for them as soon as she found out about them, and I had secretly given her the go-ahead to raid them so she could brew some potions.

I chatted with Illiel for a little while so that Sava could get some water boiling. In the meantime, I asked a few casual questions about Illiel’s life. As she said, she was the daughter of one of this kingdom’s countesses. The Cult of the Unblinking Eye was itself bigger than this one kingdom, but within the local branch Illiel’s mother was quite influential due to her political power, much of which was gained through liberal use of mind magic.

It was harder for a wielder of mind magic in this world to succeed, given the strange gender ratios. In the middle ages back home, it would be easy enough for a competent mind heartwielder to seduce a king and marry him to rule the throne by proxy. In this world however virtually, all the elvish leaders were women, just because the vast majority of elves were women. This meant sex and mind magic didn’t go hand in hand, like they did in old stories back home. In fact, the Cult of the Unblinking Eye seemed to have never considered such uses for their magic.

A talented elf like Illiel’s mother was still able to claw her way up from manor floor sweeper to the position of countess, which probably involved countless years of toil, slowly gaining the trust of her superiors until she was a lady of the land. Doubtlessly, she was using her noble position to try to get close to royalty. With the wealth and power she’d accumulated, she was eventually able to produce an heir. In this world, that meant she was able to sell a bit of land in exchange for one of the more powerful elvish males associated with a high-ranking clan to father Illiel. Much to my surprise, Illiel’s father had belonged to the Songstone clan.

“Really? The Songstone clan?”

Illiel nodded. “That’s them! It’s a shame what happened to them though. They crossed a line they shouldn’t have and got wiped out. I’d really hoped I’d be able to meet my father someday, but I suppose that will never happen now.”

I decided to play dumb for the moment. I was living out in the middle of nowhere after all. It would have been strange for me to be well informed about recent political happenings.

“You probably haven’t heard. The Songstone clan was destroyed, root and stem. They were wiped out in their entirety. Their wisps were hunted down and captured. A pity, they didn’t even let the unmanifested children survive.” Illiel continued.

“What could have caused something like that?”

By this point, Illiel had already taken a few sips of the tea Sava had provided. Luckily, Illiel seemed to be a trusting girl by nature. She drank the tea, even when I hadn’t been served any myself. I had been prepared to have Sava pour me a decoy glass of normal tea, but this Illiel started drinking as soon as she was served. Truly, she was a terrible assassin.

“This is really good stuff.” Illiel commented while taking another small sip. “Fruity and sweet. Anyway, the official reason the Songstone clan was wiped out was because they had too many enemies. When their mines ran out they didn’t have the funding to keep running, and so when old foes came knocking they fell apart. But that’s not really the truth.”

“Oh? And what’s the truth?”

“In actuality — and even the low-ranking cult members know this — they were wiped out because they stepped out of line. It’s a crucial time for the Cult of the unblinking eye in this kingdom. We’ve almost seized control of the whole kingdom. Almost everyone in the imperial court is under our control. The princess has a small cadre of her own followers, but it’s only a matter of time until she either gives in or one of the Secret Keepers gets to her.”

“Ah, so the Songstone clan opposed the actions of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye and got destroyed for it.” I was getting a better feel for the relative strength of this cult, and I wasn’t liking what I was hearing.

“It’s true. Nothing mother could do about it either. She tried, since she had friends there, and she always wanted to give me a little sister with my same sire. It didn’t work out though. Apparently, the orders came from beyond the leader of this local branch.”

“That’s a shame.” I looked over Illiel, from head to toe. She seemed a little out of it by now, but not so far out of it that she couldn’t think straight. That was good. Just where I wanted her. Then I brought the new idea I’d just had.

“Say, Illiel, these Worshipers of the Unblinking Eye sound pretty interesting. And powerful as well. It would be nice to be a member of such an established organization. Do you think you could get me an invitation to join this Cult of the Unblinking Eye?”

Illiel blinked. She hadn’t been expecting me to say that. In truth I hadn’t been expecting me to say that until I came up with the plan just a few moments ago. Maybe I could get my hands on one of those mind spellhearts after all. I had no intention of being the lapdog for some shady organization, and I had no illusions about being able to take over an organization as large as this cult seemed to be. At least not without a great deal of effort.

“Well... I’m not really high enough to be inviting people in. Now that we’re fully established in this kingdom, we’re not really actively recruiting. We have several clans under our control, some of them are even great clans. Still, as a chaka, you should still jump straight to the top of the list in terms of recruits. I can’t imagine the higher-ups refusing you if you wanted to join.”

“Great! How do we go about contacting them?”

“Normally, all this kind of stuff would be done through my master, Madame Gurthari. We’d need to contact her.”

Like magic, the pieces fell into my hands. I’d deal with this Madame Gurthari, this would-be assassin, and handle the Cult of the Unblinking Eye all in one swoop.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

 

The first part of my plan demanded that Illiel be released. Sava and Yorik weren’t happy about that, but it had to be done. If we didn’t, her master would definitely have her guard up, and we didn’t want that. I gave Illiel a run-down of some loose instructions. I didn’t have any delusions about flipping her to my side this early, so she knew nothing. This plan would hinge on me being able to predict her actions. That being said, she could still do something unexpected and flip my plan on its head, so I kept my guard up and my plans flexible.

“Okay, so what do you want me to say to Madame Gurthari?”

“Tell her the truth. You were foiled in your assassination attempt, but you managed to convince your captors to let you escape.” I had no doubt that Illiel’s version of her escape would involve more use of her mind magic and less mercy and benevolence on my part. I was counting on her trying to make herself look good to make the story seem more believable.

“Then tell her that there’s a chaka in the Songstone clan” I placed a hand on my own chest to indicate that this comment was about me. “Who is interested in joining the Cult of the Unblinking Eye.”

“That’s it?” Illiel asked curiously.

“That’s it.” I confirmed. “And it’s the truth, right?”

“Oh... okay. I can do that. For some reason I expected you to be pulling some sort of master plot.” She laughed to herself.

“No, just me and my honest desire.” I gave her a thin-lipped smile. Inwardly I even felt a twinge of guilt in using a pretty young girl as a piece on my playing board. The moment passed quickly enough though.

“Did you really have to release her, just like that?” Sava wondered aloud.

I responded with a peck on the cheek. Don’t you worry my dear. Everything will go according to my plan.

 

 

That night, things stopped going according to plan.

Illiel was nowhere to be seen at first, which I thought would be a good sign. I was standing in line with a rack of bowls off to my right and a pot full of soup in front of me.

I’d figured that people are less likely to bite the hand that feeds them. I was taking that phrase literally. One by one the elves of the Hearthwood clan came up to me, and I distributed a bowl of simple soup to each of them.

Then something strange occurred.

I’d done my best to start learning the names of as many of the elves as I could. I had gotten a few of them down, and while I still didn’t know all of them by heart, I recognized all the faces. Except now I suddenly didn’t. The face of the elf standing before me was new.

I blinked and hesitated for a second. Her clothes were rugged, but of good make and they didn’t quite match the mismatched clothes of the Songstone clan survivors. Her clothes seemed something more like attire tailor made for travel. I was sure I would have noticed it before.

“My bowl.” The elf said in a tone that demanded more than asked. I was certain I would have noted someone with such an aggressive demeanor before.

I ladled out a bowl of soup and handed it over, meeting the woman’s eyes cautiously. “Here you are.”

She looked at me the way a hawk looks at a rabbit before striking. Her demeanor gave me an uneasy feeling. My blood boiled, sensing a fight.

The elf took the bowl of soup and walked off, away from the others. I kept an eye on her while I ladled out more bowls of soup, waiting for something to happen.

Sure enough, the elf glanced derisively at the soup. She took a small spoonful and scrunched her nose, then quickly dumped it on the ground. Her eyes weren’t that of someone who had lived the life a dedicated servant to the Songstone clan. Those were the eyes of an ambitious person. Someone who was accustomed to getting their way and taking what she wanted. Someone who was accustomed to bending others to serve their will, rather than serving at the behest of others.

As I finished serving food to the clan members I served myself a bowl and looked around for a place to sit. Normally, I sat by either Sava or Nela. Yorik took her food alone. Since she was an orc, there was still a bit of tension between her and the elves, despite my best efforts.

We were all gathered outside, by an open fire. Some tables had been set up, though most eating areas were made of waist high bits of wood and stone, the tops of which had been cut smooth using spellhearts.

The others were gathered around such structures, but not the elf I had noticed earlier. She sat alone, watching over the small settlement with keen eyes. I could tell she was studying the area, memorizing its strategic layout. On the one hand, I felt complemented that someone would take the time to analyze my design. I put a lot of work in planning it after all. On the other hand, it annoyed me that an outsider was openly gathering intelligence on my defenses. I knew from experience how valuable knowing your enemy was, and I sure didn’t want such power to be wielded against me.

I made my decision then to interrupt her. We were still in sight of the camp, so I felt reasonably comfortable in confronting her alone.

“Admiring my handiwork?” I asked aloud. The elf blinked, startled.

“Your handiwork? Did your hand hew the stone and cut the trees?”

“Not all of them. Most of my contribution was in organization and planning, though I did put in my share of sweat.”

The elf snorted. “They actually had you doing manual labor? These survivors are as pitiful as I expected.”

“It was more of a voluntary effort. It’s better for morale if the subordinates see their leader laboring alongside them.”

“Leader you say... curious.”

“Leader indeed. You’d know that if you’d stay awhile, Madame Gurthari.” I voiced my speculation aloud. I’d look like an idiot of I was wrong, but I could always apologize for getting a name wrong. But even so, I was quite certain that the person standing before me was Illiel’s master.

“Illiel, is this the chaka you spoke of?” From the bushes behind Gurthari, Illiel emerged. Part of what had aroused my attention was a faint movement in the leaves behind where Gurthari was standing.

Illiel stood up from the ground. She brushed locks of gold-yellow hair out of her eyes and face, some dirt and leaves from the ground falling away with the motion. As soon as she had risen to her knees, Gurthari struck her across the face with an open palm. I winced at the sound of the blow. Illiel had mentioned that her master was not easy to get along with, but this was downright abusive.

“What did I teach you about revealing information? Never give away information, whether to ally or enemy, if it can at all be prevented. Especially if that information concerns your own reinforcements. Every card you lay on the table is one you no longer hold in your hands.”

“I’m sorry Mistress Gurthari — Ah!” Gurthari slapped her other cheek. She looked at her own palm and noticed it was dirty. 

“And why do you crawl around in the dirt to hide? I taught you a spell to avoid attention. Use it.”

“But, the male, Theo. It doesn’t work on him!”

Gurthari slapped Illiel a third time. “You obviously did not perform it well enough. When we return, you will practice the spell until your veins are numb and your bones are heavy. Honestly, are you certain you’re the daughter of a countess? You seem fond of crawling in the mud.”

I’d seen enough. I’d spoken with Illiel long enough that I could empathize with her. She was a sweet and honest girl. I wasn’t about to watch her be beaten right in front of me. When Gurthari raised her hand again, I grabbed it and held her back.

“Gurthari, enough. You’ve made your point clear, but she is right you know. Your spell wasn’t strong enough to work on me.”

Gurthari wasn’t listening. She jerked her hand back, trying to tear it away, but I proved to be much stronger than her. She tried to rip her hand back but failed again.

“Now.” I continued. “Let’s have a civilized conversation. I’m here to negotiate with your organization, the Cult of the Unblinking Eye.”

Gurthari reached into her pocket grabbing onto what I was certain was her spellheart.

“If you wish to serve us, you may start by releasing me.” Gurthari spoke, her words carrying a sense of command and certainty to them. I felt pulses travel through the air like vibrations, intermingled with the words. At the same time, that one simple sentence reverberated through my skull, echoing left and right like it was the only thing in my head. Like it was a command I couldn’t disobey.

My hand released her wrist of its own volition. I glared at it. I hadn’t wanted to do that.

“It is not your place to decide how I deal with my apprentice. I will deal with you in time.” Her voice sank back down to the melodious, mystic tone. “Now keep quiet and sit still.”

I frowned, memorizing the feeling I’d just felt. It was way beyond what either Yorik or Illiel could do. Still, I had the feeling that I could resist it, if I was mentally prepared.

Gurthari continued to berate Illiel. While she did, I calmed my beating heart. Behind us, laughter and conversation still echoed out. Gurthari must have covered this entire area with her ‘don’t notice me spell’. That meant there was mind zeal in the area. Perhaps if I could see it for myself, I could understand it better.

I calmed my breathing and stilled the beating of my heart. I remembered the meditative state that Sava had taught me to enter. Conditions weren’t ideal. I was standing and anxious, but through force of will I calmed myself. Before my eyes, swirling strands of energy began to appear. This was zeal. It was amber colored and glowing.

I sank into a trance, letting the colors become more vivid. The amber strands pulsed and thrummed before my eyes, originating from a point, hidden within the pocket of Gurthari. That was where her spellheart was. The strands wove through the air, distorting the surrounding region.

This was mind zeal, and while the greatest portion of it was coming from Gurthari’s spellheart, I sensed a smaller amount present around Illiel’s neck, where her spellheart was.

More than that though, I could sense even smaller strands floating through the air. They were so thin and ephemeral, flickering in and out of my perception. I almost didn’t believe they were there, but they were.

Each of these tiny strands lead back into the mind of someone. Gurthari’s were the second thickest, with Illiel’s being the third. The elves of the Songstone clan had the thinnest, mostly imperceptible strands. The largest, most powerful strand came from me.

This new sight allowed me to figure out the mechanism by which Gurthari’s spells worked. They interacted with these tiny strands of mind zeal that intertwined with another mind by projecting other strands of mind zeal, which originated from her spellheart.

While I couldn’t perceive both types of zeal at the same time, I was able to switch between seeing mind zeal and seeing earth zeal. The latter still came far easier to me, thanks to practice and the fact that I had a bond with a matching spellheart. But I could see mind zeal.

I tried to wield the earth zeal with my mind, hoping I could use it to interfere with the mind zeal. No luck. Even throwing the full force of my spellheart at the zeal in the air, I was unable to pierce it. It moved, but only the tiniest bit. Earth zeal seemed to have limited ability to interact with mind zeal.

I examined the mind zeal that Gurthari had woven around me. This was the compulsion keeping me quiet and stuck in place. Earth zeal wouldn’t free me from this. My options were limited at this point. If I couldn’t figure out how to break the compulsion spell I’d need to attack her with earth magic. Perhaps if I hit her hard and fast the spell would fall apart. I didn’t like that option. It would be a gamble, and it would turn things into a fight. I didn’t know what this Gurthari could do, and I hated fighting battles I wasn’t absolutely sure I could win.

Then I had an idea. Mind zeal could interact with mind zeal without issue. I had proof of that right before my eyes. The problem is I didn’t have a mind spellheart, but that didn’t necessarily mean I didn’t have any mind zeal to work with. I had that single strand coming from my own mind. Sure, it didn’t seem like much relative to all the mind zeal pulsing through the air, but it seemed thick and strong.

Bringing mind zeal back into my vision, I started manipulating the strand of mind zeal coming out of my own forehead. It took a bit of practice, but I was able to manipulate it like a little string. Bit by bit, I started picking at the mind zeal that had bound me. Luckily, my strand was strong enough to rip through the strands Gurthari had bound me with. Bit by bit I began to feel the compulsion weaken. Suddenly, I had the feeling that my bindings were weak enough to simply shake off. It was like the iron chains that held me had rusted in a matter of seconds, and now my restraints were no stronger than wet paper.

I rallied my will and forced myself to move. With my mind zeal vision, I saw my skin flash briefly with the light amber color I’d come to associate with mind zeal. When the light faded, no trace of Gurthari’s spell was left on my person.

“Apologies, but I don’t like being ignored.” It had only been a few seconds since Gurthari had cast her spell on me, though it felt like longer.

Gurthari turned back towards me, a look of shock on her face. “Impossible... to undo my spell like that without being a mind heartwielder you’d need to have mage sight. You’re clearly haven’t bonded a spellheart yet… That would mean you can access powers a realm beyond you. I suppose the legends about chaka are more true than I imagined.”

I gave her a tight-lipped smile. “Never give away information, whether to ally or enemy, if it can at all be prevented.”

Gurthari met my eyes with a harsh stare. I met her gaze evenly. We looked at each other evenly, until at last, she blinked.

Gurthari broke eye contact with me, a flush rising to her face. She wasn’t the type of person accustomed to being intimidated.

She turned back to Illiel. “Back to our camp apprentice.” Then she turned towards me. “As for you, we’ll talk about how you can serve the Unblinking Eye. I’ll need to contact my superiors.”

“Leave Illiel with me.” I said in my most commanding voice. Gurthari looked like she wanted to refuse, but she simply nodded her head. Illiel glanced between the two of us, then hurriedly scurried over to my side.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

 

“T-thank you for that, Theo.” Illiel said slowly. She was behaving more cautiously with me than before. My ability to overcome her mentor’s magic had apparently left an impression on her.

“Don’t mention it. I had personal reasons for taking you from her. I’ve got a few questions about mind magic that I want you to clear up.”

Illiel scanned me up and down, looking for something. “So, where are you hiding it?”

“What?”

“Your mind spellheart. I know you’ve got that earth-type one, but where are you hiding your mind spellheart?”

“I don’t have one. Though I wouldn’t mind getting one. That was the whole idea with getting into contact with the Unblinking Eye.”

Illiel let out a low breath. “It’s as I thought then. You really managed to unravel Mistress Gurthari’s spell using only your inherent mind zeal. That shouldn’t be possible before the mage acolyte ranks.”

“I keep hearing people talk about mages and mage acolytes. The mages I’m familiar with are simply a type of person who can use magic. Are we not all mages?”

“No! Of course not. The zeal we wield is not our own. We borrow it, through our bond with our spellhearts. Mage acolytes have merged their spellhearts into themselves, allowing them to transcend earthly limitations and interact directly with the zeal that flows through the world. True mages are a step beyond even that, having completely mastered the power they have taken into their bodies. Even the weakest of mages would be able to overpower a strong heartwielder in a fair fight.”

“I see. So, it’s like some sort of fundamental change that pushes you to a whole new level of power.”

“Correct. Mages have a level of control that us spellheart wielders can never hope to rival. Much if this is due to mage sense. By utilizing mage sense, a mage can visualize zeal and manipulate it. Mages can see zeal of their own aspect the best, but with effort they are able to perceive other types of zeal. Thanks to the unique way in which they have altered themselves to interact with zeal, they are able to manipulate it directly. Some can even wield their own natural zeal as a weapon, strengthening their bodies and overcoming traps like the distraction spell you’ve seen me use.”

“So that’s what I was seeing back there. The world through mage sight.”

“It’s the only explanation for you being able to do what you did. Only it shouldn’t be possible. You’re not a mage acolyte, and definitely not a true mage. I would be able to feel the pressure of your presence on my mind and body if you were.”

I shrugged. “I did it though, and I think I’d be able to do it again, with a bit of practice. How is a mystery.” Though I personally suspected that this was my own body at work once again. I clearly was at an advantage in terms of handling zeal, despite, or perhaps because my body hadn’t grown up in this environment. From what Sava told me, zeal was essential for elves to survive. Without at least some quantity of zeal their bodies couldn’t perform even basic functions.

I came from earth, where there was no such thing as zeal. Maybe that is an advantage nobody else here has. Maybe the fact that I don’t need to use zeal to maintain my body means that everything my body collects can be used offensively, and that I have an innate resistance to any spell craft that directly attacks the targets zeal, simply because I don’t need it. If somebody attacks my body’s zeal, nothing happens because my body isn’t actually using it to function. That would explain why spells have a hard time affecting me.

That was a question that would require research on my part. Since it was unique to me, I doubted that the answer would be freely available. Though Sam and Dean had come here before me, and human males seemed to be called chakas here. Maybe a place more familiar with the term would know. Questions for another time.

Recent events had peaked my interest in mind magic more than ever, and I was going to wring all the information I could out of Illiel now that I had her here with me on friendly terms.

“So, what was it Gurthari tried to do to me?”

“Mistress Gurthari set up a mental framework. All she projected was a single command, but the core part of that spell can be used for something far more sinister. If applied over the long term, it can be used to completely control someone.”

“Like full mind-control?”

Illiel nodded. “Just so. Though the more aggressive kind where you force someone to obey your words is only possible so long as you have your power focused on them. Mental frameworks are more often used to implant long-term suggestions. These alter the victims’ thinking. A powerful mage acolyte can use a mental framework on a spellheart wielder to dramatically alter their victim’s personality and alter their perceptions. Individuals at even higher cultivation ranks are able wipe a person clean of memories and personality. They can then place whatever thoughts, memories, or personality they choose onto their victim. Such sinister techniques are why the Cult of the Unblinking Eye hides in the shadows. People would not take the existence of such abilities lightly.”

“Wait, you said people higher than mages. Is there a level higher than mage?”

“The ranks as you should know them go heartwielder, then mage acolyte, then true mage. There are levels beyond that, but I’ve never met somebody higher than true mage. And even those I can only hope to view from afar. Just like how an earth mage who cultivates their body to the point where they can become an earth wizard, a mind mage who cultivates their mind to the limits of the mage ranks can become a diviner.”

A thought immediately struck me. “So, since a mind mage cultivates the mind and an earth mage cultivates the body could you become a mage in both?”

Illiel nodded. “It’s not unheard of, though it’s extremely difficult. It’s hard enough cultivating one spellheart to the degree that it’s worth fusing permanently to you. Bring a second spellheart into play and suddenly you have conflicting magics that make the job twice as difficult. Difficult but not impossible. Some people in the Cult of the Unblinking Eye have done just as you ask. Usually they do it so they have an excuse for exerting the pressure of a mage acolyte, making and don’t have to constantly conceal their power and have the social standing a mage acolyte receives. Mind spellhearts are supposed to be a secret after all. The most common two-fold mages are those who cultivate the soul and body simultaneously. Like someone who cultivates a necromantic spellheart in their soul while simultaneously cultivating an earth spellheart in their body.”

“What about all three? Could you cultivate a mind spellheart for your mind, an earth spellheart for your body, and a necromantic spellheart for your soul?”

“I’ve never met anyone who had managed such a feat. Two-fold mages are incredibly respected. A three-fold mage would be virtually invincible to people at the same level as them. Though I think trying to cultivate three spellhearts at the same time would be spreading yourself far too thin. Perhaps genius disciples of the great sects in the lands beyond our kingdom could manage such a feat, but no one inside of our small, backwater nation. It would require techniques and cultivation aids that just can’t be found out here, so far from good sources of zeal.”

 

***

 

When the distraction spell faded, many of the Hearthwood clanswomen looked up at Illiel and I in surprise, having just noticed us. I ignored them. Sava looked curiously in our direction, and Yorik glanced at Illiel with narrowed eyes, but when she realized I was sitting there talking with her she let the hostility go instantly. She was loyal to her new chief and could tell when I didn’t want to be bothered.

Nela was harder to dismiss, but I simply told her to consider Illiel a guest of mine and leave it at that.

I learned many interesting things about spellheart theory, and how zeal was used to build power. Our discussion went late into the night, and by the time I decided to let Illiel get some rest everyone else had already turned in for the night. I assigned the young elf an extra bunk in one of the longhouses and told her we’d talk more in the morning.

It was just when I was stretching my limbs to get some shut eye when something disturbed the quiet night air.

“Songstone clan! Awaken! You have hungry warriors who have bravely fought for your honor and freedom at your doorstep. Come see to our needs!”

The voice was female, but it was deeper than average and carried a sharp bite to it. From the woods came eighteen figures, seventeen of which were female elves dressed in armor wielding weapons.

“Don’t know who you’re talking to, this is the Hearthwood clan.” The swords woman, who was on watch that night, grumbled in reply. Then the new figures came into view.

These elves didn’t have the crude, mismatched armor that the Songstone clan warriors had worn when I first met them. This armor was shiny and inscribed all over with runes and elaborate engravings. Even without trying to look at them with mage sight I could tell that they radiated the power of zeal. Their weapons and armor were actually enchanted! Or at least empowered by the closest analog to enchanting that this world had.

One of the figures let out a snort. “I see you lot have taken to hiding, and have even abandoned our illustrious name in fear for your survival. Well, fear no more. Your matriarch has arrived! Come and greet provisional matriarch Yulli Songstone!” The armor clad elf beckoned to the most inspiring of their number. A strong and powerful female elf. She had short hair with the same gold-yellow of the Songstone clan. She had all the nobility and poise of Nela, but in greater doses, combined with the confidence and scars of a warrior woman. Her armor was dented and scratched, but when it was new it had clearly been leagues beyond what I’d seen any of the Songstone survivors wearing before. She had a sword too, from the magical red light swirling around her, visible even to the naked eye, it was obvious she preferred magic over her ironwood blade.

As if their muscles had been stirred into action by an old, well-ingrained habit, everyone in the Hearthwood clan encampment started stirring.

“Mistress Yulli! You’re alive!” One of the Heartwood clanswomen exclaimed with surprise.

“It was a long and difficult fight, but we managed to escape the clutches of our attackers. They wore the robes of the Sakaku clan, but we now know the true face of our enemy. A damned group of cultists who worship something they call the Unblinking Eye.”

It was then Nela emerged. Yulli’s eyes locked onto her immediately.

“Ah! Little Nela! You did a good job organizing this group of servants. This place is hardly suitable for the long term, but after a few houses are built for me and my warriors, we could stay a season or two while we gather more survivors from the Songstone clan.”

“Oh... elder sister Yulli, I’m gladdened by the fact that you survived.” Nela’s expression said that she was anything but glad. “How did you find us?”

“That’s matriarch to you, little Nela. I’m the most powerful cultivator here of the direct bloodline, a true mage. And assuming none of our elder sisters survived, it’s my job to take the reins over what remains of our glorious clan and avenge our fallen. But to answer your question…”

Yulli grabbed the collar of a nearby Hearthwood clanswomen. Out of her shirt Yulli withdrew the chain on which the women kept her spellheart.

“This thing lead me here. You know how the clan elders always had us newly risen true mages spend countless hours condensing spellhearts for the servants and lesser clan members? Well this one was one of mine. I could sense it from miles off.”

The Hearthwood clanswomen looked slightly ashamed as Yulli handed her back her spellheart. She bowed deeply to Yulli, and then to Nela, a look of apology on her face.

No no no. Why now!? Why here!?

This was absolutely the worst thing that could have happened. Another batch of survivors from the Songstone clan had arrived, and it seemed their leader had seniority over Nela. This Yulli could ruin everything I’d built. If I wanted any of it to endure I had to act quickly.

I forced my way to the front.

“Yulli, is it?”

Yulli did a double take at my approach. Then she looked me up and down and licked her lips.

“Little sis, you’ve been holding out on me.” Yulli said with a cheeky grin.

“I’m new. I ran into Nela by chance very recently.”

“Well then, as the matriarch of this downtrodden little backwater I’ll have to stake my claim on you.” She reached around my shoulders, though she was shorter than me and had to stand on her toes to do so. Still, with overwhelming strength I hadn’t experienced since seeing those elves back in the brothel she yanked me down to her height and pressed her face into mine.

“An offer I’ll take you up on, but we have more pressing concerns.” I slowly extracted myself from her grip. I realized I needed to direct her attention elsewhere as soon as possible, before she started taking control. “Let’s talk in private.”

As I lead Yulli off into one of the nearby buildings, many of her warriors hooted and hollered, slapping their leader on the back.

“You earned it boss!” One of them said with a laugh. The only one not joking was a figure in the back with shorter hair. He was stooped and sickly looking, with no breasts to speak of, along with a bit of unkempt facial hair. Wait a second, could that be a male elf? I wasn’t sure, since the only one I’d ever seen died shortly thereafter, but he fell within my expectations of what a male elf would look like. They couldn’t possibly have been too different from human males given how everyone I met instantly knew my gender. I’d have to speak with her later.

When I entered the private chamber with Yulli she closed the door behind her. Immediately she started stripping off her top. She was every bit as attractive as Nela, but in a fit, athletic way. This Yulli shared her metallic-golden hair, full lips, and high cheekbones, but she stood a few inches taller than her younger sister. On top of that she was far more muscular. I could see the faint outline of abdominal muscles under her bare skin, which was silky smooth. There were a few scars on her, and wounds still wrapped in bandages, but there wasn’t a single freckle, pimple, or imperfection on her body. A property of becoming a true mage, I suspected. She had a bit of grime on her from travel, but she was beautiful in a way even the elves I’d met thus far were not. Only the ones I’d met back in the brothel on earth compared.

That settled it. Now I was certain that this Yulli was a true mage. By the feeling I was getting from her, her followers were all mage acolytes. And by their arms, that power wasn’t just for show. These elves were soldiers. That made my current situation as patriarch of the newly formed Hearthwood clan a good deal more precarious. If half of what I’d been told about mages was true, she’d be able to physically overpower everyone else in the Hearthstone clan single handed. There was no way she wouldn’t end up in charge even if she showed up here alone. With her band of loyal warriors, I’d be reduced to the status of a camp follower. Or a bed warmer.

“I’m afraid we don’t have time for that.” I said, pulling Yulli’s shirt back down.

She looked back at me in confusion. “Wait, you actually had something to talk about? I thought that was just an excuse…”

I nodded. “I’ve been keeping this under control here. Organizing the construction, building houses, you know the deal.”

Yulli blinked in surprise. “I was wondering who was keeping things in order. Nela’s always had a hand for plants, but her leadership skills are lacking. You’re already far more useful than the male we brought with us.” The true mage glanced around at the crude building we were in. “This will do as a temporary shelter for us as we rally for a counter attack.”

Except from how I’d heard it the Songstone clan had been wiped out. Completely bent over and screwed. If the Songstone clan hadn’t been able to fight back when at full strength, there was no chance of them overpowering their enemies now in their crippled state. I did my best not to let these thoughts show on my face.

“Right, well, I could really use your help. That and the help of those under your command.” I said instead.

Yulli frowned. “We’re warriors. My followers are mage acolytes, and I am a true mage. If you’re asking us to clear brush, such tasks are beneath us.”

“No, nothing like that. It’s just that if we’re claiming this forest as our base of operations, it should belong to us, right?”

“Ah.” Understanding blossomed in Yulli’s eyes. “There a few trifling little tribes scattered throughout these woods? Good. They might have some useful things in their treasuries. Don’t you worry your little head, big sis Yulli and her girls will have all these silly little backwater hicks buried in the ground right after we finish getting some well-deserved rest and relaxation.”

I waved my hands. “I don’t want you to destroy them completely. Just show them your power. Scare them a little. Then I can talk them out of their things. But that’s beside the point. There’s a threat that you need to deal with right now.”

Yulli’s expression turned a little sour. “It is hardly appropriate for you to be giving me orders. I’m the official matriarch of this Songstone clan branch after all— “

“The Cult of the Unblinking Eye.”

Yulli blinked.

“One of their agents is in the forest right now. They must have followed you.” I continued, lying through my teeth. “If she manages to get word about you to her commanders, they’ll be on us like flies on dead flesh.”

Yulli’s eyes narrowed and her fists clenched. “Damn it. If that’s true… You’d best not be lying about this.” Then she stormed out of the building.

“Seventh Spear! Girls, front and center! It isn’t time for rest and relaxation yet. We’ve got one more battle to fight.”

Instantly the mage acolytes who had come with Yulli snapped to attention. All except for the elf male, who was being spoon-fed soup by three of the Hearthwood elves. He complained and groaned about a bandage on his forearm, while the elves whispered comforting words in his ears and massaged his shoulders. Really? If that’s the treatment elf males could expect, maybe I really was working too hard. Yulli’s mage acolytes had been enjoying similar attention moments ago, but their leader’s command got them all on their feet and lined up in front of her.

“It seems we were followed. There’s a cultist of the Unblinking Eye lurking about.”

Illiel jumped and let out a little yelp. Her eyes glanced back and forth, and she started backing away slowly. I’d forgotten about her. I’d need to pull her aside. Right now, she was acting highly suspiciously. I’d also have to fill in Yorik and Sava on the details, and that they needed to keep her background quiet. She could be my contact with her organization.

Though I was beginning to suspect that contacting the Cult of the Unblinking Eye just exponentially exploded in terms of danger. I could see the anger and hate in the eyes of all Yulli’s warriors. Her own eyes most of all. Letting them know I was trying to contact their enemy — and even sheltering one of their junior members — was certain to not end well.

Gurthari would have to be sacrificed to deal with Yulli for the time being. That didn’t bother me much. From the way she’d been treating Illiel I’d found her to be extremely distasteful. Maybe I could leverage getting rid of her with Illiel to forge a stronger connection between us. Failing that, I’d grant her shelter and hide her from Yulli. That should make her like me more as well.

“I’m coming with you.” I announced to Yulli just as she was about to head off.

Yulli looked down in surprise. Most of her soldiers had raised eyebrows as well, though no expressions were as incredulous as the male elf who was being tended to by three elves.

“No. I won’t have you slowing my troop down.” Yulli said firmly.

“I’m faster than I look.” Wait, that was dumb. Every one of these mage acolytes was way faster than they looked, being more intimately connected to the power of zeal than a heartwielder. “I mean, I’m faster than your usual heartwielder.”

Yulli didn’t even consider it. Instead, she pulled the over-sized ironwood sword off her back and tossed it on the ground in front of her. She set one foot on top of it and then the other, and the sword slowly lifted off the ground. It was at that point I realized it wasn’t a sword at all, it was some type of magical hover pad. With pointy edges included.

Luckily, she was the only one who seemed to be gifted with the power of semi-flight. The others all followed along behind Yulli, as she scanned the surrounding forest with their mage sight.

Luckily, I’d gotten the location of Gurthari’s camp out of Illiel, so I knew exactly where to go. I’d beat them there and show up at the last moment. If anyone was getting that spellheart, it was me.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 

 

I grabbed Illiel’s hand as I ran out of the camp. I’d have her get me close to Gurthari’s camp, but I didn’t want her getting too close herself. Hopefully, her distraction spell would be enough to conceal her from a distance.

“You need to work on your acting skills.” I said as we moved swiftly through the underbrush. Hearthwood forest was old growth, so it wasn’t difficult to maneuver at speed across the relatively clear forest floor. All you needed to do was make sure you didn’t stumble over a root. Although it was past sunset, the moon was full overhead and enough light was reflected down that I had no trouble seeing. Illiel was only just able to keep up. I wondered how much of my night vision was because my body had been enhanced by zeal, because I would have been stumbling around blind if I’d tried this a month ago.

“What... do you mean?” Illiel said, breathing a bit heavier. Unlike earth zeal, mind zeal did nothing for the body.

“You had the word guilty written all over your face. Figuratively speaking.” I corrected myself when I noticed her rubbing at her forehead and checking her sleeve, as if expecting ink to rub off.

“I thought... sorry, I just thought you sold me out.”

“I wouldn’t sell you out, Illiel. We’re just getting to know each other. I’m sorry my original plan didn’t work out, but I’m improvising a new one as we speak.” I gave her a thin-lipped smile. “But your terrible poker face could get you killed one of these days.”

“I know.” Illiel said glumly. “I should have known better and stayed still. I nearly screamed I was so scared. Those were mage acolytes! And their leader was a true mage! They clearly weren’t happy with the cult. I almost threw myself at their feet and started begging. That would have been embarrassing.”

“And hard to cover up, once you realized they weren’t talking about you and that you could have gotten away without issue if you’d just kept your mouth shut.”

“That too.” Illiel said slowly, with a tinge of sadness in her voice. “Hey, Theo... are they really going to kill Mistress Gurthari?”

I noticed her glum tone of voice. “I thought you hated her?”

“Oh, I do... I’d give anything to be transferred to another supervisor, but... I don’t know. Death seems a little harsh. Even for her.”

“I know what you mean. I’ll do what I can. No promises.” I didn’t make any promises because they would have been lies. I knew the moment I mentioned her to Yulli and her crew Gurthari was going to die. I’d already made myself okay with that. Illiel was innocent and untainted though, in a way Sava and Nela were not. I wanted to preserve the clumsy girl’s innocence while it lasted.

“This is far enough. We’re already closer than Yulli’s group. I can make it the rest of the way myself. Put that distraction spell on yourself and slowly make your way back to camp. I’ll let you sleep in my room once you get back. I can give you a cover job for a few days while we work out what to do next. You can even try to contact your cult, though before you do let me know. There’s some stuff that I’m okay with them knowing, and some stuff I’d rather keep to myself for now.”

“Okay. Thank you, Theo.” She seemed genuinely grateful and completely trusting of me.

“You’re welcome.” Now get going. Based on the directions I gave them, Yulli and her group should be circling around from the north. If you circle back from the south, you’ll be back at camp without ever crossing paths with them. Keep your distraction spell down while you’re near. I have a hunch you’ll have an easier time hiding from their eyes under this thick tree cover than you’ll have hiding from their mage sense.

Illiel departed without any further prompting, heading back in the direction of the small village I’d been building.

Now that I was on my own, the eerie noises of the night began to make themselves known. An owl hooted overhead, a squirrel darted up a tree. A wolf howled in the distance. None of them frightened me. I had my earth magic, which I’d carefully honed into a potent tool.

Without any further delay, I stepped forward to deal with Gurthari.

 

***

 

Gurthari saw me without me needing to announce myself.

“You , ” she stated simply.

“There‘s been a small hiccup. I’m not going to be able to join your cult after all.”

“Recruits are made, not looked for. My superiors have already decided they want you, and so they will get you. Even if it means I have to rewrite your mind entirely. Now that I have thought it over, I realize you couldn’t have possibly dispelled my magic through your own power, even if you had unlocked mage sight early. I don’t know what manner of item you used to resist my mind magic, but when I find it I’m sure the cult will reward me well for turning such a treasure over as well. Treasures that can resist mind magic are incredibly valuable, even if they’re only at the mage level.

I shook my head. “You’ll be disappointed. All I used was my own skill. But more importantly, you will die tonight unless you do exactly as I say.”

Gurthari responded by reaching into her pocket. I had long since realized that was where she was keeping her spellheart, and so I drew upon my own spellheart. I’d taken to keeping it around my neck like so many others as a temporary measure, though I planned on getting it worked into a ring or armband. It turned out the reason why so many people fancied necklaces was because they could be worn under the shirt, which would allow constant direct contact with the skin, which was necessary to access the spellhearts power. The drawback was that it was far too obvious a location.

Gurthari’s method of simply keeping the spellheart loose in a pocket meant it could be moved around at will and easily concealed. The drawback to this strategy was that it cost her a half second to physically touch the stone and occupied one of her hands. In her line of work, she was probably accustomed to going after a target when fully prepared and using mind zeal to control other people or to conceal herself. Not for direct combat.

Granted, earth zeal wasn’t the best at direct combat either. At least not the style I trained in, but I had been using it to empower my body, which was the best method for direct physical combat. In short, this match up gave me the clear advantage.

Despite that, Gurthari was slippery. She launched a frenzied attack with zeal straight at my skull. If I had to spend time delicately unraveling my bonds, then she would have all the time in the world to slice my guts open with the long dagger she’d unsheathed. It was identical to the one that Illiel had tried to kill Yorik with, except the blade gleamed with poison.

I wasn’t about to bet everything on me being able to disable Gurthari’s mind spell before she could stab me. I’d timed this encounter, so it would happen just when Yulli and her crew were very close to our actual location. They were still traveling slow because they were carefully scanning the surrounding terrain, but once they had a location they could be here within a minute, considering the massively enhanced foot speed mage acolytes were granted.

Instead of attacking Gurthari, I simply called on the power of my spellheart to draw as much earth zeal from the area towards me as I could. Afterwards I let loose a thunderous crack of sound. The sheer movement of so much earth zeal probably would have alerted them, but if not than the sound of the earth shattering around me definitely did.

Gurthari ignored my course of action and instead lunged at me with a poison dagger. A major mistake in my opinion. The smart thing to do would have been for her to recognize the signal for what it was and spend every second she had getting out of area.

Unfortunately, she chose to try to finish me off. That was the worst-case-scenario for me, but it’s what I’d planned for. While talking to her I’d been selecting potential projectiles in the area. Even frozen by Gurthari’s mind spell I had enough power to fling those things at her.

Gurthari dodged a jagged shard of rock at the last second. I followed that rock up with another while she was recovering from dodging the first. Unfortunately, she managed to avoid that one as well. I’d been hoping that Gurthari wouldn’t be trained in physical combat and would rely entirely on the strength of her mind magic. Unfortunately, it seemed that was not the case.

I flung stone after stone, every time Gurthari looked like she was trying to close the distance between the two of us. I was buying time. Either I would unravel the mind magic that held me in place, or —

Just then a boom collided with the ground and a gout of fire rose up in the air. When the smoke and flame faded Yulli could be seen emerging from the tree line. She was still dressed in her armor, though not to the extent she had been before. It must have been too cumbersome with all the dents in it.

“You’re from the Cult of the Unblinking Eye.” Yulli leveled a harsh glare at Gurthari. Then her eyes caught mine and they widened in surprise. “What are you doing here? You’ll tell me what’s going on after, first I need to destroy this snake here.” Yulli opened her hand and a ball of dark red fire appeared in her hands.

Gurthari did a move I recognized. She tried to use the same freeze spell on Yulli that she’d used on me. Lucky for me, I’d had my mage sight active, so I was able to perceive the many glowing threads floating through the air as Gurthari weaved them from zeal emanating from her spellheart. I made a mental note to remember exactly what she did to prepare myself to better fight against it.

The spell was nowhere near as effective on Yulli as it was on elves still in the zeal accumulation stage. Instead of letting the spell touch her, Yulli reacted instantly and thrust her palm forward, expanding the ball of flame until it was a disk as tall as she was. Then she pushed the disk forward, causing the swirling flame to expand outward, devouring the plant matter on the forest floor.

Soon it projected in a line, consuming the mind magic spell that Gurthari had cast, and even scorching the flesh of the mind zeal wielder herself.

“Zeal that overwhelms and consumes. The ability to interact with zeals other than that of your spellheart. Only a true mage...” Gurthari backed up several paces, her limbs red and raw.

“I admit, that mind magic is tricky stuff. Even those with mage sight have a tough time seeing it unless they’ve trained themselves to see mind zeal. Still, I’ve had a lot of practice dealing with mind magic lately. A little zeal accumulation elf like you doesn’t even measure as a threat compared to what I’ve faced recently.”

Yulli closed her fist, sending the deep crimson flame swirling in the surrounding air, where it coiled like a snake. It reared overhead, preparing to strike down at Gurthari.

As for the mind heartwielder, she did something that surprised me. She tossed her dagger on the ground in front of her and fell to her knees.

“Honored senior. I did not mean to offend your honor.” Gurthari held her hands up as she knelt on the ground. “Please, grant one weaker than you your mercy.”

Yulli seemed to consider it for a moment. “Very well.”

I expected Yulli to withdraw at this point, maybe take Gurthari prisoner. Instead, the crimson serpent of flame rearing up behind her struck down in one quick motion, engulfing the mind zeal wielder in a finger of flame.

When Gurthari died, the remaining bits of the binding spell unraveled from the air and scattered.

After a good ten seconds of burning, Yulli withdrew the flame back to her. There was no corpse left, though strangely, a small white sphere hovered in the air, swaying gently in the breeze. From it, I could see a pale amber glow slowly dissipating in the air.

Yulli reached for a small ring on her hand. She twisted it off her finger and pressed the ring to the floating ball of light. Suddenly, there was a small gleam in the previously dull jewel fixed to the ring. Yulli then slid the ring back on her finger.

I walked forward and kicked at the ashes. It was hot, so I didn’t want to sort through that with my hands. It only took a bit of searching to find what I was looking for. Gurthari’s mind spellheart.

I’d only caught a few glimpses of it, but what I’d seen hadn’t done it justice. It was a pale amber stone about the width of both my thumbnails. It had smooth edges, as if it were formed from a drop of some tacky resin that had hardened before it fell to the ground.

Yulli saw what I had pocketed. “Those things are useless. We’ve tried. The Cult of the Unblinking Eye must have some special techniques that allow them to begin practicing mind magic. It hasn’t worked for me or any of my mage acolytes.”

“All the same. I’d like to give it a shot myself.”

Yulli shrugged. “Speaking about you though, how is it you ended up here all alone? And how you ended up confronting an enemy heartwielder?”

I gave Yulli a half-baked story I’d come up with on the fly. Most of it was truth, though I left out anything that mentioned Illiel. I fully admitted that it was my desire for one of these mind aspect spellhearts that had driven me to fighting the heartwielder.

Yulli accepted my explanation as we gathered the rest of her troop. I thought things had gone rather well, but then Yulli pointed out two of her subordinate mage acolytes.

“I like your ambition. Were you anyone else I’d put you on a combat squad. But you’re too valuable to my clan to lose, so we’re going to have to curb this reckless streak of yours. From now on these two will be your keepers. You don’t go anywhere without them. They’ll see that you’re fed and washed and kept happy.” The two mage acolytes looked at me. One of them had her expression as stern and formal as it would have been had she been asked to take the night watch. The other though smiled at me and looked excited at the apparent prospect of coddling me like a baby.

“Thank you, I’m flattered, but that’s really not necessary. We need all the mage acolytes in your squad prepared for combat purposes. Having two mage acolytes tend to me would be a waste.”

Yulli shook her head. “Non-negotiable. Danori, the one male we managed to bring with us, has already reached his peak in terms of cultivation. He’ll never make it to the mage acolyte levels. But you’re another story. Based on the amount of zeal I saw you pull just now, you’ve got talent to spare. From now on you will spend every breath training. Getting you to the mage levels should be our top priority. Once you make it there any children you sire will be considerably more powerful, and powerful new clan members is just what the Songstone clan needs right now.”

That was... reasonable. And I didn’t have anything against doing some intensive training, but this didn’t sit well with me. Yulli was already taking charge, and I was being reduced to something a bit above the field of mystic trees Nela was planting in terms of value. A stud in a pen. This was an unacceptable outcome. I’d have to come up with something to deal with Yulli, and fast.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 

 

I planned to spend the rest of the day in secluded meditation. Even when everyone else woke up and started working I remained behind in my private chamber.

Technically, those were Yulli’s orders, so I had an excuse for the seclusion. Being secluded also meant that she wouldn’t be able to give any more specific instructions other than ‘train’.

Still, she was a problem that would need to be dealt with sooner rather than later.

And so, I meditated, as the trancelike state was a prerequisite for gathering more spellheart power. I’d really taken to the hobby since coming here. I focused for a bit refining my earth spellheart. By now, I was able to picture myself in the eye of the storm without even thinking. Earth zeal poured into my spellheart, as easy as breathing. The rest of my mind was able to contend with more important matters, like figuring out my plans for the future, both short term and long term.

For the long term, I realized that I would need to bind this earth spellheart to myself and become a mage acolyte. I’d gotten a taste of authority and power over the powerless mortals, but as soon as Yulli showed up, being a mage, I was stripped of all my authority.

Why? Because she was more powerful. In this world, personal strength determines your power. Sure, there are other kinds of power like money, connections, and rank within an organization, but that was all shaped by personal power. Those at higher levels of cultivation would find that all types of power would come to them far easier than those at a lower cultivation rank.

Mage acolytes had the advantage over heartwielders in every respect. Not only could they easily physically overpower a heartwielder elf, not only did they have access to special powers they could wield, but they also had extended lifespans as well, which gave them more time to accumulate ever greater amounts of power.

From what I’d learned, elves in this world weren’t immortal like the kinds of elves in Lord of the Rings and other such stories. In fact, an ordinary, mortal-level elf barely had a human lifespan. It was only with years upon years of cultivation that they could reach the mage acolyte ranks. Only then would they have some of that longevity and mythic grace human stories attribute to them.

But the mage acolyte ranks, and the ranks beyond, could be achieved by anyone. Even me. With hard work, dedication, and just a bit of luck, any elf can become one of those amazing, powerful beings. What’s more, cultivators like that actually are immortal — so long as they keep advancing.

As it turns out, each advancement comes with a boost to longevity, and each level provides more longevity than the level before it. The catch being that progressing becomes exponentially harder as each level goes by. You need more and more resources, talent, dedication, and luck at each level to make it to the next. That meant that there were many bottlenecks along the path of cultivation.

Any elf could eventually reach the mage acolyte ranks if they cultivated a good spellheart and were able to bond it to themselves. In other regions of the world, I had learned that the mage acolyte ranks were average. Any child could reach them upon being gifted dozens of high-quality spellhearts to try bonding with, no need to cultivate them yourself. But out here in the zeal-barren lands far from a source of zeal, it took a lifetime of zeal accumulation to be able to reach the next level. Unless one had the benefit of elixirs or mystic fruit. That’s why herbalists like Sava were valuable. A few good potions could do in a day what a year of meditation would not. I mentally thanked Sava for all the nasty-tasting drinks she’d been feeding me since I came to this world.

There were a few other ways to get cultivation resources though. One of the most common was to simply take what you needed from those who had them. Many clans and sects would store up precious resources until they had important or talented descendent’s. Or until a time of crisis was upon the clan. The Songstone clan survivors had managed to escape with some of these resources, and so they were hard at work consuming them to raise Nela and other important figures up to the ranks of mage acolytes.

This was because, while anybody could become a mage acolyte, there’s a cut-off in terms of quality that must be met if you want to fully bond with your spellhearts and get the maximum amount of power. Nobody would bond a low-grade spellheart when they could still improve it to being a mid-grade spellheart with just a bit of time and meditation. Not unless they really needed that power now. Bonding with an inferior spellheart would cut off the path for future advancement and make it impossible to fully master it and reach the true mage ranks.

Besides Yulli’s people, those with Nela were simple domestic staff for the Songstone clan, now they were the core members of the group and would be given resources accordingly. Before catastrophe hit the Songstone clan, they were saving up their pay to improve their spellhearts to top-grade before merging them with their bodies. They probably jealously consumed the magic fruits Nela was trying to grow.

Good thing I’m indoors, or the elves might cough blood in envy. I thought as I nibbled on what tasted like a pear. It was sweet and crisp in a crunch earth-like way. As I took the final bite I felt a rush of power flow through my body. Yulli wasn’t going cheap on me.

 

You have broken through to the third level of zeal accumulation!

50 points awarded. Total points: 734

 

That was the first time in a while I’d seen the messages. I needed to get back to Mac soon so I could buy some rooms aboard the ship. I was certain that Mac and the ship were a bigger advantage than any amount of fruits, if only I could accumulate the points to use it.

 

Scanner level 3 (Upgrades Available)

Upgrade scanner for 350 points?

	

Scanner successfully upgraded to level 4

 

Weird. It was 400 previously. Mac must have done some something that lowered the cost. I accepted the upgrade, quickly bringing my point total crashing down again.

[Mac?] I projected in questioning. This time I sensed some fuzziness. Like white noise. I could almost hear something. This was good. Maybe one more upgrade and I’d be able to communicate with him. Maybe even I would be able to do it with a short hike off into the woods. I’d need to come up with an excuse to leave camp though.

***

 

“So, you’d call this a high-grade mind aspect spellheart?” I asked Illiel. I’d gotten Sava to sneak her into my private quarters with me. Yulli’s guards were sloppy. One of them had actually started using her shift to catch up on her sleep. I suppose they were more babysitters than guards though, so it could be excused.

“Yes...” Illiel said slowly. She was still a little shook up from the realization that her mentor, Gurthari, was dead. Sure, she might have hated the older woman, but she was still a familiar face. It’s always uncomfortable when people you know die, even if you hated them. That was one thing that didn’t change even in another world.

“Mistress Gurthari spent years building that thing up from a mid-grade spellheart.” Illiel continued. “She was holding out until the peak of high-grade before she fused it with her body to break into the mage acolyte ranks.”

“I see... so binding this spellheart to myself would save me years of meditating, quietly collecting zeal in order to bring a spellheart up to this level.”

“That’s right, but it’s not so simple. There are ways to quickly improve the rank of your spellheart and save decades of work, but they typically involve the assistance of a cultivator many ranks above you. Or some incredibly valuable elixir or mystic fruit.

“You see, as spellhearts grow in power they become harder and harder to harness. The scale of low, mid, and high-grade spellhearts doesn’t apply to all spellhearts across the board. A spellheart is just a collection of zeal of a particular affinity, so it can be present in as little as a grain of dust or as big as a mountain. The issue is that a spellheart the size of a grain of dust would be essentially useless and attempting to bond with a spellheart the size of a mountain would destroy the mind and soul of the cultivator making the attempt.”

“Alright. So, the grade of a spellheart only applies to the grades that are within the range that are useful to cultivators like me. Which means that I can push this spellheart beyond high-grade if I want to.”

“That’s true, but I would caution you against that. High-grade is high grade because it’s as concentrated as you can get the zeal of any particular aspect and still expect to be able to fuse yourself with it. Any more than high-grade is risking either failing to fuse or simply killing you.”

“Interesting, though the point is moot if I’m unable to bond with this spellheart at all.” I focused on the little amber gem. I’d been trying all morning to get to respond to me, but no such luck. I wanted mind control powers, and this damned rock was being stingy!

I sent my mind into the spellheart once again. My attention delved within it and soaked right into the stone. I felt like I could push and pull it with my mind, except one little piece was fighting me, rejecting my will at every turn. After a few seconds it tossed me out, just like every other time.

“Forcing it won’t do any good. If you couldn’t bind with it by now, you’re not going to.”

I stared angrily at the spellheart. “I feel like I should be able to. Most of the stone seems like it likes me. It’s just this region right here.” I pointed to a little jagged portion of the stone with a crack running through it.

“It happens sometimes.” Illiel shrugged. “There are impurities nearly all spellhearts. Some are even put there deliberately by the people who grow them. Gurthari probably introduced a drop of her own blood while she was growing the spellheart from mid-grade to high-grade. It’s a common tactic to make your spellheart unusable to anyone who kills you.”

“If only I could just avoid that part... hey, is there any reason why I can’t just chip that part of the stone out?”

Illiel blinked. “As in, just knock the impure region of the stone open and pull out the part that isn’t working for you? I’ve never heard of that being tried before. I know it’s possible to use fragments of spellhearts, but they’re usually much weaker so most of the time people just work around the impurities.”

Well, just because something hadn’t been done doesn’t mean it can’t be done. I knew the opposite to be true more often than not.

I pulled out my earth spellheart and used its power to make a shallow bowl in the floor. It wouldn’t do to lose any pieces of this thing when it shattered.

I’d commandeered a nail and hammer from a nearby pile being used in the construction work. They weren’t ideal tools, but this would be a crude job anyway. I wasn’t familiar with how spellhearts shattered. Did they break into shards? Did they shatter like glass or flake like slate? Or maybe they were like some sort of resin that would deform when struck? I’d need to figure out a way to build a microscope. Maybe even try to do some x-ray crystallography to see if I could determine the molecular structure of these things.

A long time ago I’d learned a bit about how stones split. There had been a huge boulder in my family yard, and my father wanted to get rid of it. So, he bought a hammer and couple of steel wedges and started hammering at the thing. That worked eventually, but the work of a stonemason is labor intensive, so he handed the project off to me. As a bored kid, I spent many hours hammering away at rocks, watching them split into little pieces. A few hours of YouTube videos and I learned approximately where to hit a stone and how to hit it if I wanted to crack it into a flat surface. That was about the limit of my ability, and rocks like granite still cracked however they wanted to no matter what I tried, but I learned to guide the cracks just a little. Flint napping was a skill I purchased. Thanks to my memory implant, I was able to buy it on a discount and simply download the skill. I had all the knowledge in my head, though it still had taken practice to make it my own.

What I was doing now was a combination of the two skills. I scrutinized the spellheart, formulating a plan on how I could get rid of the impure region. Now that Illiel had pointed it out I could tell that the red smear really looked like somebody had spread a tiny amount of their own blood around the stone. After which, they grew the stone one layer at a time to reach its present size.

Having figured out exactly how I wanted the spellheart to crack, I pinned it into position and took a deep breath. One well-struck blow would be best.

Or at least, that’s what would have been best if my assumptions about the structure of the spellheart were correct. From examining the spellheart and the crack running through it I had thought the thing brittle enough that I could shatter a chunk off, but it seemed that under the force of the nail, the spellheart became a bit softer.

Instead of a chunk shattering off, the nail pushed a divot into the stone. This was far from ideal, but it was something I could work around. Unfortunately, because of this tacky property I couldn’t cleanly break off the piece I wanted. Instead I ended up with two major pieces and a bunch of tiny little fragments. I passed them off to Illiel for inspection

“Well, I’d say this is upper-low grade in terms of the quantity of zeal inside. Not great, but in terms of quality the internal structure of the zeal in the crystal is still good.” She passed the stone off to me, which I placed off to the side. 

One by one, I picked up the pieces that didn’t have a trace of the blood drop that had given me so much trouble. Those I gathered all together. The impure pieces of the stone I set to the side for now. 

“Tell me, Illiel, when you use a zeal accumulation technique you are taking zeal from the ambient environment and gathering it into a solid form. The spellheart is the physical manifestation of that accumulated zeal, right?” 

“That’s correct. That’s why cultivators search far and wide for locations that contain high quantities of the zeal of their affinity. Higher concentrations make it much easier and faster to absorb.” She had a look of confusion on her face, not sure where I was going with this.

“So, if I crushed a spellheart entirely into individual particles of zeal, I could spread them around and enhance the density of zeal in the local area?” 

Illiel nodded in realization. “That’s one technique cultivators use to increase ambient zeal density, but it’s a crude method. The vast majority of the zeal is lost. It really only works if you’re slaughtering many mystic beasts or other cultivators and collecting spellhearts by the dozen.”

“That loss assumes that I’m spreading the spellheart dust out into the air though. What if instead of just blowing it around I instead dissolve it into something, like water?”

“You’re talking about alchemy now. I’ve heard of such things being done as well, but the alchemists guild jealously guards the recipes and techniques they use. Clans proficient in alchemy will accumulate great wealth and the power that comes with it.” She glanced at me in surprise. “Don’t tell me… do you know some alchemy?” Illiel asked with eagerness in her voice.

I winked. “Don’t tell Sava. Now, what I need is a good solvent…”

 

***

 

	The first thing I tried was water. Water is a pretty good solvent in most cases. I wasn’t a chemist, but I’d taken some interest in it while attending school. Direct mind-machine links meant that, while you couldn’t download an entire field of science directly into your head, it was much easier to learn about a variety of subjects. I’d taken chemistry as my elective for the sciences, and as a result I had around a bachelor’s degree of knowledge in the field of chemistry during the twenty-first century. Nothing too fancy, but I knew about valence bond theory, resonance, and aromaticity.

I never thought that this knowledge would come in handy. After all, during the twenty-second century, the real chemists spent years under accelerated learning to understand what they had to know since there was just so much prerequisite knowledge needed to even comprehend the cutting-edge techniques and theories, let alone try to do research. And even then, humans with years of accelerated learning were scarcely more than lab assistants for the AI’s that specialized in scientific research.

Still, knew enough that I had a couple of ideas. I had Illiel gather up a set of the smallest glass containers we had. These were my test tubes. I also had her light the fire. I’d probably need heat.

I picked up one of the smallest pieces of the mind spellheart and dropped it into a small cup of water. If only I had a graduated cylinder and a scale, so I could properly measure the volume, mass, and density.

As expected, the room temperature water did nothing, but if time was the issue, I should be able to accelerate things by increasing the temperature. I pulled a few embers out of the fire and stationed them around the glass. I was worried the sudden increase in temperature would shatter this medieval-era glass, but it held. Maybe glass making was further along than I thought. Or, more likely, the glassblower had reinforced her creation with zeal somehow.

Alas, the boiling water didn’t noticeable dissolve the mind spellheart either. Disappointing, but not something I wasn’t prepared for. Maybe it was dissolving the spellheart, just not at a noticeable rate. I’d have to test that theory later. Maybe I’d save one of the tiny grains and let it sit in the fire for a few days.

“I don’t think alchemy is something you can just pick up, Theo.” Illiel said to me consolingly. “If that weren’t the case you wouldn’t have clans and sects fighting over the good ones. After all, a good alchemist can for the foundation for an entire clan, since their skills can serve to massively improve the cultivation bases of everyone around them. Some of the fantastic pills and elixirs can raise someone from the heartwielder realm all the way to the true mage ranks in the blink of an eye.”

“I know I’m not the most talented.” I responded “But I’m not trying to predict the folding patterns for an amino acid chain here. I’m just trying to dissolve something.”

All right, no more messing around. I scraped some wood ash out of the fireplace. I didn’t recognize the type of wood, but it seemed like hardwood. I should be able to make lye out of it. Hopefully.

I got a pile of it boiling in water, skimming the stuff off the top.

[Process for making lye]

“I think... now don’t hold me to this, but when I was young, my mother had me tested for alchemical ability. I had a moderate degree of talent, but nothing special. In the end she decided that it wasn’t worth it. After a year of study, I’d only learned to make the most basic cultivation aids. But, one of the things I did learn is that a great many things in alchemy are made from elixirs, which always start with a base. That base is usually made from a zeal-infused liquid. Blood, water, milk of a sacred cow... anything that contains high concentrations of zeal. I usually used pre-made bases, but one of the things my tutor once mentioned was that a good alchemist could make a base for an elixir out of a source for zeal. The best could simply meditate and pull the zeal out of the air, like when cultivating a spellheart. Breaking down an existing spellheart would be a bit easier.”

“What did they do? How did they dissolve it?” I asked curiously, hoping that Illiel would have whatever piece of knowledge I was missing. As it was, I planning to just keep trying different solvents. Maybe I’d get something that would work, eventually.

“Well... the thing that makes spellhearts useful is that they’re a very stable state. Stable unless the force of Intent is applied. The Intent of a sentient creature can influence the zeal and cause it to ever so slightly reshape the laws of the natural world around it. A spellheart can stay stable for countless years, unless an alchemist uses their Intent to influence its state. This is where talent comes into play. For must cultivators, bonding with a spellheart means that they have an easy connection to use to utilize their spellheart. This connection grows incredibly strong once you reach the rank of mage acolyte and fuse the spellheart to your body.

“Alchemists need to be able to interact with spellhearts they aren’t bound to. This is one of the things that stops most people from being able to become alchemists. Intent is like a muscle that must be carefully honed and trained, but at the same time people are built with different levels of Intent innate to them. Those with greater degrees of Intent will have a much easier time of becoming an alchemist.”

“So, what you’re saying is, if I want to infuse my solution with the zeal from the mind spellheart, I need to think at it and make it fall apart?”

“I suppose you could think of it that way. It’s much harder than you’re making it out to be though.”

And so that’s what I did. I sat before the mind spellheart fragment sitting in the glass of water and thought at it. Nothing happened. I squinted and held my breath. I’d expected to go red in the face, but surprisingly, the tiny spellheart fragment fell apart. It shattered in two just as easily as if I had struck it with a tiny little nail. Easier, actually. This was a clean cut, unlike my butcher job.

And then I did it again, and again, and again.

Bit by bit, I divide the spellheart fragment in half. The pieces shrunk and shrunk. Now, I wasn’t planning to keep dividing pieces until I reached the single particles of zeal. For one, there were quickly dozens of fragments, and many of them were too small for me to see already. But what I did realize was that my divisions weren’t completely efficient. Every time I cut the spellheart in half, a portion of it was lost. Dispelled into the ambient environment. It was less like cleaving the spellheart in half and more like turning a large piece of it in the middle into a gaseous state. Or whatever the equivalent for zeal was.

Normally, this loss would be a bad thing. My crude butcher job with a hammer and a nail was a more efficient process with less waste, but in this specific case it was that waste I wanted. The ambient environment around that shard of spellheart was my elixir base.

Soon, the tiny fragment was gone, and the acidic solution had taken on an ever-so-slightly amber color.

“Does this look right?” I asked Illiel, who was staring at the glass in surprise.

“That... yes, it feels like a base to me! I can’t believe how quickly you did that! Making a base with a spellheart took my old tutor a full day of work! And you did it in just a few minutes of sitting here. Admittedly, you only used a tiny spellheart fragment, but still...”

That’s when I had a great idea. If a spellheart was like a crystal, and I could dissolve the spellheart, then I could probably recrystallize it as well. The biggest scrap piece of spellheart suffered the problem of having the blood-drop impurity in it that rendered that portion of the spellheart unusable. But recrystallization was one of the most common techniques for purifying a substance.

I quickly got to work. I’d never actually done a recrystallization in the lab, but my chemistry elective set included two hundred hours of simulated lab work in an accelerated virtual environment, so I knew how it should be done. Probably.

I mixed up another back of acid. I’d need to secure a wider variety of solvents, so I could test for a good one. Ideally, I wanted a solvent for which the spellheart was highly soluble at high temperatures and weakly soluble at low temperatures. That way I could dissolve a high concentration of my impure spellheart into a solution and then cool it into a crystallized, purer form.

It took a bit of work to gather all the supplies, but Illiel was an eager lab assistant. She knew enough of alchemy to predict what I’d need and was happy to help. Apparently, alchemists in this world use recrystallization as well, and it wasn’t long before she realized what I was doing. The main difference was that in this world recrystallization is considered an advanced technique.

“I can’t believe you’re an alchemist!” Illiel gushed again. “And a talented one at that. It’s so rare to find a male elf who can cultivate with any degree of success. Your level of talent with regard to cultivation was rare enough, but being an alchemist too? I’m suddenly thinking the Songstone clan might be in a better position a few years down the line than they ever were operating the royal mines.”

I smiled. “Well, don’t talk too highly of me yet. I still haven’t really done anything.”

But despite my words, the recrystallization went smoothly. There was a noticeable amount in loss, but I saved what I could of the solution. I’d evaporate the solvent off entirely and do this again a couple more times to try to get as much as I could out of the mind spellheart.

After several recrystallizations, there was no evidence left of the blood impurity.

“These crystals are so pure! You can’t find spellhearts of this quality by killing mystic beasts! These have obviously been processed by an alchemist!” In my estimation, Illiel was entirely too excited by some simple chemistry. I’d have to teach her to do it herself in a bit, since she seemed so enthusiastic about it.

“Well, we’re not done. A bigger spellheart is better. This pile of tiny crystals doesn’t do me nearly the good that one big crystal would.” I pulled out the intact fragment of Gurthari’s mind spellheart. This was the piece I had bonded to. Luckily, I have this piece here. I can use this as the seed crystal. Then I can have all those tiny crystals build on top of it to make one big crystal. I just have to keep things happening nice and slow, and let each tiny particle falls into position."

“No, you don’t.” Illiel said. “You’ve already bound that crystal to yourself, so you can accumulate new zeal directly onto it. All you need is an environment ready to supply a large amount of zeal.”

I grinned ear-to-ear at the sudden realization. I wouldn’t have to wait weeks for a big crystal to form. I could just pull zeal directly from the surrounding solution directly onto my crystal. Anyone who’s ever spent months trying to crystallize a unique molecule would be dying of jealousy right now if they could see me.

 

***

 

It took a bit of concentration to get things going. This wasn’t my normal position for cultivation, and I was doing something new. But soon enough I had the same cycling technique working as what I now routinely did with my earth spellheart.

Except nothing was happening. I told Illiel so.

“That’s because the cycling technique you use is for earth zeal. Mind zeal behaves differently. It’s like thousands of tiny strands that wriggle and writhe. Collecting them is like scooping up a handful of tiny worms. They won’t stay together for long.”

“Then how do you build up a spellheart with them?”

“The Unblinking Eye has a few techniques. One of them, the simplest method, is made available to even new members. It involves simply sticking these writing worms into your spellheart one at a time. That’s rather inefficient though.”

“Lucky for me, my mother managed to obtain permission for me to be granted access to one of the more powerful accumulation techniques. The process is kind of like fishing. You use some of your own mind zeal as a fishing line and gather up little fragments of stray mind zeal. This is much faster than trying to pull them right into the stone. Considering you have so much mind zeal concentrated in an elixir, this should be even easier, and far, far faster. I think Mistress Gurthari was jealous of that. She was stuck with the basic technique, and she didn’t have a connection higher up in the organization to get her anything more advanced. Otherwise, she would have made it into the mage acolyte ranks long ago.”

I followed Illiel’s instructions, for the basic technique. She explained that she was only able to tell me an extremely abridged description of the more advanced technique. Part of the deal in getting it was that the Unblinking Eye planted a compulsion in her head that would render her unable to teach the technique to others. By now though, she’d figured out that I was quite gifted in terms of these zeal accumulation techniques, and that it might be possible for me to figure it out on my own without the step-by-step instructions of passing down the technique.

I started with the basic technique Illiel described and slowly bit by bit I was collecting all the mind zeal from the outer edges of the container and bringing them closer to the center. Bit by bit the mind spellheart was growing. It was expanding rapidly and by the time the hour was up, the spellheart was twice the size. Soon enough it was half the size that Gurthari’s had been, but of a higher quality.

“Amazing.” Illiel gushed again. “It’s so pure. Better than the one Gurthari made with years of work. It’s no wonder alchemists are so highly valued. This one is even purer than mine with my advanced accumulation technique.”

“Want me to do yours then?” I asked.

Illiel glanced up at me in surprise. “Wait, really?”

“Why not? I did it once. I’ll probably be able to do it again.”

“No, not that. Alchemists in big clans refine spellhearts for their fellow clan or sect members all the time. Some in the cities will even refine the spellhearts of strangers, for a price. My mother had such a freelance alchemist refine her water spellheart before she bound it to her body and ascended to the mage acolyte ranks. It’s just that such things cost a fortune even if you are a fellow clan or sect member. If you aren’t, it costs countless precious treasures, on top of ten fortunes worth of money.”

“Well, if you insist on paying somehow, how about you help me refine the process? The part I’m most unsure about is this accelerated recrystallization. You’ll have to do that part yourself if we’re using your mind spellheart. Also, we’ll need some raw materials. You wouldn’t happen to have any mind spellheart fragments?”

Before I finished speaking Illiel thrust her hand out, holding a bunch of tiny fragments of amber colored stones. None of them were big enough to be a spellheart, but all together they made up a sizable portion.

“When the Unblinking Eye sends us out into the field, it isn’t just to spy or assassinate. We’re also supposed to be cultivating. In fact, we’re supposed to be cultivating constantly. Most other kinds of cultivators have a hard time fighting mystic beasts that use mind zeal. They almost always have some sort of distraction aura running around them.”

“But for us mind cultivators, it’s actually quite easy to hunt down mystic beasts of the mind aspect. We have ways to get around their distraction auras. In fact, their own natural defenses often make them easier to spot, since we’re trained to look for and deal with structures made from mind zeal.”

“Not too long-ago Mistress Gurthari and I ran into a cave that was populated by mindslaver parasite slugs. We wiped them out and collected their spellhearts. I’ve been crushing them one at a time before using my accumulation technique when we’re out in the middle of nowhere, where there are no minds nearby to naturally generate mind zeal.”

I picked up the biggest spellheart fragment that Illiel was holding. It was an ugly little thing. Not really amber colored, more brown than yellow. It was also misshapen. From what I’d seen of Illiel, Yorik, and Gurthari’s spellheart, mind aspect spellhearts were supposed to approximate a flattened disk, with smooth rims, two flat faces, and rounded edges. Mine was the closest to that perfected shape, after my recrystallization. Gurthari’s had been similar but not quite as well developed. Illiel’s was close to what Gurthari’s had been like, though a bit smaller. Yorik’s was a distant third, but her spellheart looked beautiful compared to the dirty globular mess before me.

“Why does it look so ugly?” I asked looking at the spellheart that had come out of one of these parasite slugs.

“That’s because mindslaver parasite slugs live short and brutal lives. They need to find a host quickly and then dominate their minds. They can’t survive on their own. The ones we found were mostly attached to a bunch of rats or fish, in a brutal little ecosystem, in a river contaminated with cold iron.” Illiel shivered at the mention of metal. “To get to the size it was the parasite that grew that spellheart had to have gone through several hosts and probably cultivated like mad for its entire lifespan without care for impurities. And look, that spot right there?”

Illiel pointed to a region of the spellheart, which was slightly clearer and poking out of the bigger spellheart as if it had been only partially fused to the main spellheart body.

“That’s from a different mind slaver parasite. The slug must have gone cannibalistic at one point and devoured one of its own kind. That’s the spellheart of a full-grown adult too. If we pulled that thing apart we’d probably see lots of smaller spellhearts that have been fully fused with the whole.”

“Oh? It’s possible to fuse spellhearts together?” This was news to me.

“Possible, yes. It simply involves adding more of the right kind of zeal and using it like glue. Before long both spellhearts will have become one. It’s not recommended though. It’s extremely difficult to get the spellhearts crystals to align properly unless you’re using perfect, flawless crystals. It will almost always lower the quality of your spellheart. That is, unless you bring them to a talented alchemist who can break one of them down and add it to the other one partial of zeal at a time. That’s the most efficient way to use the things, but alchemists aren’t cheap.”

“Huh. That’s what I just did with my recrystallization I guess. And what I’m going to do with yours.”

I actually improved the technique considerably with Illiel’s help. After all, I wasn’t really working with chemistry here, but with magic. Of course, the procedure wouldn’t be exactly the same. I was able to vastly accelerate the dissolution of the parasite slug spellhearts by adding a drop of my own blood into the water. Apparently having some of your own blood in the solution makes it vastly easier to apply the force of your own will. Sort of like building a lever. Now I had something in the solution itself to use to grip. Kind of.

“Here you are, one concentrated solution of mind spellheart solution! Now comes your turn.”

Illiel accepted the cup of elixir with trembling hands. She popped her own spellheart out of its casing around her neck and dropped it into the container slowly. That little crystal represented not only years of work on her part, but her path to power by becoming a mage acolyte. Risking it in any way had to be extremely painful. Still, the allure of easy progress was too hard to ignore. She dropped her spellheart into the container.

She cradled the vial of elixir in her hands, concentrating as she did so. I’d supersaturated the solution, so the physical material that represented the particles of zeal on the mystical plane would come out of solution easily, bringing their zeal counterpart with them.

I let her work in peace and quiet, simply observing as I did so. She was using her advanced zeal accumulation technique, I could tell. I could tell there was something special about the way the zeal was moving around in there.

I activated my mage sight. I’d gotten better at doing so recently. In it, I could see the zeal particles squirming around, like little worms. Just like Illiel said. From Illiel’s own brow there sprouted much bigger tendrils, which coiled together like a rope. That paled in comparison to the waving sea that surrounded her spellheart. That thing was like a giant octopus, waving its tentacles around and quickly drawing every particle of mind zeal into it. And it wasn’t like the little zeal-worms were trying to escape. If anything, they seemed almost eager to jump in. To join with the collective and become a part of Illiel’s spellheart.

The entire process was fascinating, and by the end of it I was pretty sure that I had a better idea of not just Illiel’s advanced zeal accumulation technique, but a better idea of zeal accumulation in general. I was beginning to think that if I applied the concepts I’d learned here to the stuff Sava had taught me for use with my earth spellheart I would be able to be able to make the process even more efficient.

While Illiel meditated, I got to work on the little bit of elixir that was left from what I used to enhance my own spellheart. There was certainly mind zeal left in this thing. It’s just I’d lowered the concentration to the point where the elixir was no longer saturated. If I had kept my spellheart in there any longer I would have been losing zeal as fast as I was gaining it. There had to be a way to raise the concentration again.

The way I saw it, there were two options. The first involved simply dissolving more mind zeal into the solution. Now that I had a mind spellheart bound to me, it was possible for me to draw on ambient mind zeal and force it into the elixir. The other option was for me to lower the amount of solvent in the solution.

I decided on doing both. I needed to get some practice with this mind spellheart, so why not?

I sat down and meditated not far from Illiel, drawing on the ambient mind zeal of the surrounding environment. There were bits here and there, concentrated around various people. It was flaking off them a little at a time, some in greater degrees than others. I noticed that there were greater concentrations of mind zeal around those doing thinking-intensive tasks. The elf making wood joints seemed to be generating more than the elf taking a late lunch. Perhaps mental activity affected the concentration of mind zeal a person generated?

That’s when I spotted one of Yulli’s mage acolytes. She was sleeping in a hammock that had been built for her recently. She was spouting off buckets of mind zeal. Her own mind tendrils were far bigger than either mine or Illiel’s as well. I wasn’t sure if it was because she was at the mage acolyte rank or because she was dreaming, though instinct suggested it was more the later than the former.

I swept out with my own tendrils. Luckily the mage acolyte’s hammock was right next to the door the building I was in. Likely, Yulli had intended the position to be a guard post for me disguised as a place to relax. It seemed that Yulli’s mage acolyte had taken it to be more a place to relax than to guard though. Discipline for her troops had taken a serious blow in the last few days. My guess was that now that they were somewhere safe, Yulli would be having a much harder time keeping her mage acolyte’s under control. They weren’t fighting for their lives anymore and were probably reverting to their old lifestyles. Sava would constantly complain about how the higher ranked elves lounged about all day without a care in the world whenever they weren’t cultivating or working.

At any rate, I was grateful that the elf standing guard over me had decided to take a nap by my side. It made collecting a sizable portion of mind zeal quite easy. Getting the mind zeal to go into the solute was harder than it was to get it to condense onto my mind spellheart, but I managed it. Slowly, the elixir container filled back up with mind zeal. It was nowhere near the supersaturated solution it once was, but I had enough in there that maybe I could think about building up another coat on my spellheart.

Illiel was still concentrating on her own spellheart, so I got to work. The first thing I did was try to replicate Illiel’s advanced zeal accumulation technique. I had to extend tendrils of mind zeal from my spellheart and stick them throughout the solution. It was a little tougher to figure out how to get the tendrils to extend directly from my spellheart rather than from my own forehead, but I figured it out.

The rest was surprisingly easy. The countless little tendrils of mind zeal extended out into the solution around me and drew the particles of zeal in like fish in a pond. Bit by bit they were swallowed up. I quickly ran out of mind zeal in the solution, but luckily the sleeping elf had accumulated more around her. That made up a sizable portion of my second harvest, with the rest coming from scattered bits and pieces in the air and clumps from all the elves working nearby.

I pulled all those into the solution and started again, letting my spellheart grow a little larger yet again.

As soon as I finished with this, I was going to have to try going through this same process with my earth spellheart. Earth zeal was so much easier to find. With more zeal I’d have faster accumulation and this process would doubtlessly go countless times faster.

That’s when I remembered Sava’s grotto. There was that pedestal back there. When I meditated in that place, it was so much easier to accumulate mind zeal. Maybe if I placed a bowl of elixir on that pedestal this whole process could be accelerated to an even greater degree than it was. I’d have to perform this procedure on Sava as well, as a thank you for what she’d done for me thus far.

Sadly, I was denied a third harvest of mind zeal. The stuff didn’t seem to accumulate that quickly, and I’d already tapped out the area. There were no loose particles of mind zeal left. All there was were the tendrils that were directly connected to the foreheads of the various elves. I’d have to wait for those to naturally break off.

Or would I? What would happen if I just... encouraged a small fragment to snap off? It would certainly solve my supply problem. I picked the sleeping mage acolyte. She had the most mind zeal to spare, barring Illiel. So, I grabbed onto one of the flailing tendrils of mind zeal around the mage acolyte’s head and tugged. It wouldn’t come off.

I was about to give up when something beckoned me closer. My own mind tendrils were like sharks that had caught the scent of blood. There was a source of mind zeal around here far greater than the stuff I’d been gathering thus far. It was close to the mage acolyte’s head, at the source of the tendrils.

I sent a single tendril closer, probing at the mage acolyte’s head. Closer. Closer. Closer still.

Then suddenly something changed. My vision started to swim, and everything faded from sight. My vision turned black and I started to panic, but before long things started to become clear again.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

 

 

I was in a large chamber, and next to me there was a servant pouring wine. I recognized her clothing as the uniform of the Songstone clan, though it was pristine, as I imagined it had been before their fall. In the chamber was the sleeping elf I had seen before, though she wasn’t asleep here. Instead, she was sitting on a pile of floor pillows, spread out as she flipped through a pile of scrolls.

“None of these techniques will work for me. I need something special if I’m to reach the next level of cultivation. Oh, why did I choose to specialize in water zeal? All the clan’s most powerful techniques are for earth zeal!” the elf muttered to herself.

“Uh, hello?” I asked.

The mage acolyte blinked at me, having not seen me until I spoke up just then.

“You’re Theo! That chaka we found! But wait, you shouldn’t be here.” The elf frowned. “This doesn’t make sense. I remember I didn’t meet you until we were fleeing from the destruction of the Songstone clan... but here we are in my room at... oh I get it. I’m dreaming.”

The elf tossed aside the last of a pile of scrolls.

“Leave it to me to waste a perfectly good dream thinking about training. What ever happened to the dreams of my childhood? The ones where a hot, muscular guy with talent and power takes me in his arms and… She glanced at me, both smiling and blushing. “Well, maybe those dreams haven’t vanished completely after all.” She patted the cushion at her side, gesturing me to sit down next to her.

“You’re right. You’ve been training hard and deserve a break. I’ve been training myself, behind the door you’re guarding.”

The elf smiled. “Well your situation is a little different. All you have to do is sit around and fuck and you’re still immensely valuable to the clan. But me? I’ve got to work for my keep. I need to constantly be working to increase my personal power to raise not just my own standing, but also the standing of my clan as a whole. After all, having powerful experts is what keeps the enemies at bay. Though I guess we didn’t have enough to save the Songstone clan...” The elf had a sad look on her face for a while.

“That doesn’t mean I should slack off. I can still play a part.” I argued in my defense.

The elf smiled. “That certainly is true. If you made it to the mage acolyte rank you’d be around to serve the clan for a lot longer, and you would win us a great deal of respect for your cultivation base alone. If you made it to true mage, you’d make bigger waves than I would if I advanced to the wizard rank. If you were a true mage, I’d bet that a good portion of your children would be able to breeze through the heartwielder ranks or maybe even be born with enough native zeal to find themselves directly in the mage acolyte ranks. In ten or twenty years, your contributions would double the number of mages the Songstone clan could field. And if you made it to the wizard ranks? You’d have imperial dynasties and kingdoms eying you like unclaimed land on the border.”

”All right. Let’s not talk about my life in your dream. Surely your subconscious dragged me up to talk about your problems rather than mine." I decided to pretend to be a part of the elf’s dream, though I was quite certain I was real and had jumped inside her head through misuse of mind magic.

The elf snorted. “I guess you’re right, Theo.”

I was surprised she knew my name. Maybe the elves gossiped about me when I wasn’t around. “You have me at a disadvantage. I’ve never had the opportunity to ask your name?”

The elf snorted again, except this time she was blushing. “That’s because I never worked up the courage to tell you! When Yulli told me she needed some volunteers from the squadron to keep an eye on you, I begged for the position. Alas, little did I know I’d be keeping watch over a closed door. Ha! Poor Melise, you silly little girl.”

“Sorry to disappoint, Melise. I take it you were hoping for something more interesting?”

“More like something more arousing! The little girl in me was drooling over you the moment I first saw you. What few men there were back at the clan headquarters were weak, diseased things. They barely had the strength to get out of bed, and even then, they lacked the will or ambition for anything more. You’re different though. I can see it in your eyes, you have a plan, and know how to go about getting it.”

This wasn’t the first time an elf had lusted over me. It was still strange to feel so desired though. Back at home I’d only ever been averagely attractive. Sure, my muscle tone had improved a great deal ever since coming here, but it wasn’t anything spectacular. As of yet I hadn’t taken a good measure of the elf men in this world, but from the few cases I had seen I wasn’t impressed. Apparently, those had been above-average specimens. That was my only guess as to why an average guy like me could suddenly become so desirable here.

“Thanks, I guess.” I accepted the compliment with a shrug.

“Oh, it’s more than that.” Melise continued. The red flush in her cheeks was unmistakable. “I wanted a man who could... oh no never mind...”

That piqued my curiosity. “What?”

“O-oh no... it’s not something I could possibly say. Especially not to you...”  Melise stuttered.

“It’s only a dream.” I said softly. Inside my head the little devil within me was cheering at how easily the lie came out. “You can tell me anything.”

“A-alright. I g-guess it’s okay. It’s a fantasy I’ve shared with the captain after all.” the elf nervously tittered.

Her captain was Yulli. Any info I could get on her would be immensely valuable. I leaned in closer, placing my hand on Melise’s thigh. She didn’t pull away. In fact, she seemed to shift her body closer to me, as if she wanted me to be more possessive of her.

“It’s something I know will never happen... but I’ve always wanted to be at the mercy of a strong, handsome man. I want to be overpowered and held tightly in his embrace.” Melise bit her lip as her eyes darted to my face, judging my expression.

Whatever she saw must have been positive, because she continued.

“When I was younger, I desperately wanted the clan to send me off to serve as a guard in the temple of the fertility god, but alas, the clan didn’t want to make any offerings. I probably wouldn’t have been able to live out my fantasy there either anyway. I want to be completely at a handsome man’s beck and call. I want to serve him in bed, but also in life, tending to his needs and defending him as need be. That’s why I begged Yulli for this position.”

I concealed my surprised expression and nodded thoughtfully. “Do you perhaps feel like I’m the kind of man who could make such a fantasy come true?”

“You’re more like those powerful men in stories and legends than any male I’ve ever had a chance to meet. Certainly more likely to bring us glory and connections than Danori, who we brought with us. Sure, there are others males at higher cultivation ranks than you, but they’re not as driven. Most of the time they were simply told to drink elixirs daily until they reached their cultivation rank. Those that are able to cultivate well are fed sacred fruits and eat only the flesh of mystic beasts. They quickly reach the limits of their talent. But you seem like a man whose abilities are just beginning to express themselves.”

“Well, Melise. I don’t know if I am the kind of man you’re looking for, but I can certainly use all the help I can get. If you want to serve me then I welcome your service.” I pulled my arm from her thigh and placed it on her waist, pushing her back slightly so I was looming over her. I was bigger than her already, but now our relative sizes were obvious. I ran my free hand up her body, tracing a line up her side and letting it rest against the side of her face, with my thumb wrapped around the front of her throat.

“There will be punishments if you fail me...” I used a bit of force here to make myself a bit more intimidating. As a mage acolyte, Melise could easily overpower me in real life. Probably in this dream as well. And yet she didn’t. She sat there obediently, meeting my gaze as I pushed her backwards, closer and closer to the floor.

“But there will also be rewards,” I continued as I pushed her further towards the ground. My knee slipped between her legs, pushing them apart “when you serve me well.”

“Y-yes.” Melise stuttered, her face fully flushed red by this point.

“Yes what?” I asked.

“Yes... master?”

I started nodding, but then changed my mind. “That’s a title I’d like to hold eventually, but for the time being I don’t think people will really understand our relationship.”

“Yes, Theo?”

I gave her a kiss on her plump, red lips. “That works, my little Melise. From now on you’re mine.”

“Y-yes Theo. I’m yours.”

“Then you swear yourself to my service? To work to my benefit above all others?”

“I… I so swear.”

I nodded. “Good. Now you said Yulli shares this fantasy of yours?”

“She does, though not in the same way as I have it. We’ve talked about it at length deep into the night. We’ve been friends since our youth, Yulli and I. We’re half-sisters in fact. One of the males of the Sakaku clan visited with his entourage and sired us. Though Yulli was born to the clan’s matriarch, and I was born to one of her mother’s warriors. As such, she’s always been bound for greater heights than me. We stayed up late many nights, talking about swords and training and tutors that we had in common, but sometimes we’d talk about boys.”

“Not that we had many to talk about. There were only three male elves of our generation, and one of them was our half-brother. One died before he came of age, and the remaining one was assassinated by the clan’s rivals. Our half brother is the only one who lived until now. He’s here with us, though he’s quite bitter about you stealing his limelight. Still, we’d read stories about the great heroes of the land. Our favorite was Sam’uel Letkins.”

“Wait. Sam Letkins? Are you sure that was the name?”

Melise blinked. “Yes, I must have memorized the story by heart. Sam’uel Letkins is the name of a famous man who dominated the world in his time, crushing his opponents and spreading his seed to the far corners of the land. In fact, several neighboring kingdoms can trace their royal lineages back to him. Not ours, but many others.”

I processed this information. Melise couldn’t have been talking about my Sam Letkins. The one who was getting dragged around by a purple haired elf last I saw him.

“This, Sam’uel Letkins. Did he have a friend named Dean?”

Melise blinked. “Well, some stories say he was friends with Dean the Destroyer, but most histories seem to indicate that the origin of that particular legend ascended to the higher realms long before Sam’uel came along. As far as I know Sam’uel has retired to the western continent.”

“Wait, retired? But it’s been hundreds of years?”

Melise shook her head. “Once you bind a spellheart to yourself your lifespan is extended. Anyone who can reach the true mage realms like Yulli has at least three hundred years of longevity. Cultivators who reach higher ranks and live even longer.”

“I see.” I filed that information away in my head. It might be possible to see my friends again after all. It seemed almost too good to be true. “But back to Yulli. She wants a strong man, you said.”

“More than that though, she’s got a fantasy of being controlled. Mind magic sometimes comes up. She has this strange fetish where a powerful man uses mind magic to control her.”

I couldn’t help myself. I burst out laughing.

“Theo?” Melise asked cautiously.

“Could it really be that easy? This whole time I was looking for a way to control her, and it turns out she wants to be controlled? How funny is that?” I shook my head.

Melise looked nervous. “You... you’re not going to hurt the captain, are you?”

“No, my dear. I won’t hurt her. At least not in any way she doesn’t want.” I gave the elf a wink. The hardest part would be convincing the mage acolyte that I really had her under my power. After all, from Yorik’s lessons I’d learned that true mind control wasn’t possible at the early ranks. Only deep suggestions. A heartwielder wouldn’t be able to make anyone go directly against their wishes. Only fool the senses and cause confusion. No overwriting of memories and no changing personalities. Luckily, Yulli’s desires were on my side already.

Suddenly the fabric of the world around me started shaking. A nervous feeling instinctual rose up within me, telling me I should pull out of this dreamscape before it collapsed.

“Melise! Melise! Shouldn’t you be cultivating?” A voice seeming to emanate from nowhere echoed through the room.

“That’s Yulli’s voice.” Melise said. “I guess I’m in trouble.”

“Remember, Melise! You’re mine!” I said in parting before heading for the door that led outside the room.

I was just following my instincts now, but they didn’t often steer me wrong these days. When the door opened all, I saw was a yawning void before me. There was simply miles and miles of nothing in the air ahead. Normally I would feel existential dread at stepping into a field of nothing, but not this time. The instinctual fear of needing to escape the dreamscape gave me the bravery I needed to take threat step into the void.

I stepped forward, fully expecting to plunge downwards at terminal velocity. And that’s what happened.

As soon as I stepped over the ledge I was sent tumbling downwards, hurtling towards the bottomless nothing. Until suddenly I passed through a membrane, and suddenly I was back in the real world.

I was meditating in my room. Illiel was awake and standing over me. I still had my mind zeal tendrils extended out of the room towards Melise, who was stretching as Yulli loomed over her, berating her for sleeping on the job and telling her that she needed to be more motivated and work harder, especially now that they’d lost the support of the rest of the clan.

I blinked my eyes back into focus.

“Are you with me here, Theo?” Illiel asked slowly, inspecting my eyes and expression with clinical meticulousness.

“I’m here. Don’t worry. Illiel, is it possible to look into someone’s dreams using mind magic?”

“So, it’s as I thought then.” Illiel said with a sigh. “Barely a mind heartwielder for an hour and you manage to weave your way into somebody’s dream. I shudder to think of what you’ll be capable of after a few years of practice.”

“So that really was a dream?”

“Probably. Some mind cultivators project false dreams around themselves while they’re sleeping so they can catch anyone who tries to use mind magic against them. Those at higher cultivation levels have other ways of protecting their sleeping minds. You’re lucky you only dived into the minds of one of the zeal accumulation servants around here, and not one of the mage acolytes — “

“It was one of the mage acolytes. The one sitting outside. She just woke up.”

Illiel hissed. “You have no idea how dangerous that was, Theo. You’re lucky your mind wasn’t cleaved in two. But that leaves the question, how were you able to do that in the first place? It should be impossible for a zeal accumulation cultivator to invade the dreams of a mage.”

I shrugged. “Maybe I was wanted. At any rate, I’m thinking I’m going to need the next step.”

I held up my mind spellheart. It was much bigger than it had been before, and many times more powerful.

Illiel examined my spellheart, and held up her own, which was even bigger. “I agree. You’re very close. I say you should keep cultivating for a little while longer though. As for me, my spellheart is as good as it’s going to get. I’m going to attempt to fuse it to my body as soon as I’m somewhere safe and try to make it to the mage acolyte ranks with mind magic.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

 

 

It wasn’t long before I heard the sound of the big iron bar over my door being lifted. It was Yulli coming inside, presumably to check in on my progress after about a week of secluded meditation.

Illiel glanced at me. There weren’t any places for her to really hide. Especially not against a true mage. I shook my head, silently telling her not to bother even attempting.

Yulli’s footsteps were loud and rhythmic, more marching than walking. It resonated with the whole militant soldier theme she had going.

She stopped and glanced around the room, her eyes coming to rest on Illiel, who was trying desperately not to meet her gaze.

“You were supposed to be in secluded meditation. That means practicing as much as possible on your own.” Yulli said sternly.

“With respect, true mage Yulli.” I said, using her formal title. “What is holding me back isn’t time spent practicing. It’s raw knowledge. I grew up without learning the basics of cultivation, as I’m sure you’ve now been told.”

“Yes, I’ve heard that... rather fantastic story you’ve told that herbalist. What was her name again? Sasha?”

“Sava.” I provided. “Yes, what she told you is true. And because of the unique circumstances of my arrival here I know nothing of the art of cultivation. As such, having a tutor is the fastest way for me to improve.”

Yulli looked at the both of us in silence for a long moment. “I sensed fluctuations in the ambient zeal focused around this room. I knew instantly that a spellheart had reached its maximum size and that someone was on the verge of advancing. I’m assuming it was the prisoner?”

Illiel yelped. “I-I’m just a friend of —.”

“Save it.” Yulli snapped. “I’ve only been recently informed of your identity, and I’m still quite upset that you tried to keep such a secret from me, Theo.”

I bowed my head slightly but maintained eye contact. “Apologies, matriarch. I was afraid you would simply dispose of her had you known her identity.”

“I very well might have, but now I know better.” Yulli strode across the room, where my pile of glass containers and vials were set up on a low table as part of my makeshift laboratory. “An alchemist will be useful to us in rebuilding this clan, so I will permit her to stay.”

I almost corrected her right there but decided not to. Appearing more useful in Yulli’s eyes might have been one of the few things keeping Illiel alive, or at least not in chains.

Instead, I decided to further tout her value. “She’s been teaching me zeal accumulation techniques.”

Yulli cocked an eyebrow. “Is she now? She can hardly have access to anything too powerful.”

“Her mother is a countess.” I provided. “She inherited some of her techniques.”

The true mage tapped her chin in thought. “Then she is a potential bargaining chip as well. Very well. Because she is a useful piece I will permit her to stay, and at least allow her to keep the pretense of freedom. Make your advancement tonight. I will make provisions to ensure you are not disturbed.”

Illiel bowed. “You have my thanks, matriarch.”

Yulli flinched at the honorific. “You’re not a member of my clan.”

Illiel bowed again. “Apologies, true mage Yulli. I misspoke.”

Yulli waved her hand, dismissing the topic. “After you make your advancement and become a mage acolyte, you will begin using your alchemical skills to the benefit of my clan.”

After that, the young matriarch decided that there was nothing left to discuss, leaving Illiel and I alone again.

 

***

 

“Well?” I asked after we heard the heavy iron crossbar fall again. This time Yulli lingered at the exit, probably arranging for additional guards.

“I guess I make my advancement now.” Illiel said with a shrug.

“Okay. How can I help?” I was eager to see an advancement in person. I’d be attempting my own soon. My recent meditations had proved fruitful, taking me through one breakthrough after another. I was now at Sava’s old level, at the sixth layer of zeal accumulation, and 1000 points richer for the journey. I held off on spending them though, soon I would be able to sneak off and see Mac in person.

“By sitting across the room and remaining quiet. An advancement like this isn’t something you can help with. Success or failure is entirely dependent on the cultivator’s own talent and determination.”

“Okay.” I’d kind of expected that answer. I scooted myself off towards the opposite corner of the room and got out some paper and a stick of charcoal for taking notes.

Meanwhile, Illiel made her preparations.

The first thing she did was fetch another of those extremely low tables. The kind that I originally thought were benches. They were Eastern-themed, the kind you’d see in a movie about feudal Japan. Illiel knelt on a pillow before it.

On the table in front of her she placed a large strip of cloth, a bowl of water, and what appeared to be a ceremonial knife. Without warning, she stripped her shirt off, exposing her small but perky breasts.

I blinked in surprise, but Illiel didn’t react at all. The solemnity of the moment was upon her.

She dipped the cloth into the bowl of water, wetting it, and began rubbing it all over her stomach. It was then that I realized the bowl wasn’t filled with water at all. It was filled with blood.

“This is the blood of a mystic beast.” Illiel said, having sensed my question. “A flame eagle, distantly related to the phoenix, whose blood is widely regarded to be the best for this purpose. It is innately high in life zeal, which is important at minimizing the damage to the body during the merging process.”

I added that to my notes. Blood of a mystic beast high in life zeal.

After Illiel’s stomach was painted red, she picked up the bowl by its two arms and slowly brought it to her lips. She drank deeply from the bowl, and I could hear her gulping from across the room. She didn’t stop to breathe or wipe off the animal blood that was dripping off her face.

Apply blood to the stomach and drink the remaining blood. Two to three liters total.

“It is important to saturate the entire abdomen with life zeal. That will make the process of merging with your spellheart most likely to succeed. Or at least less likely to kill you.”

I nodded, even though I didn’t really understand what was going on. “Now what?”

“Now I meditate and attempt to direct the flood of life zeal that has been introduced to my body. Be quiet for now. I must concentrate. Many an elf has died from taking too much life zeal into them.”

I shut my mouth and simply watched. Nothing appeared to be happening on the physical level. I called upon that same power I’d recently discovered and tried to wield mage sight, hoping that with it I’d be able to see what was going on.

Streams of glowing life energy pumped through Illiel’s body. It was inside of her, like a river, pulsing with her blood. Most of it was focused in her stomach and abdomen, and it appeared that was where she was trying to keep it. The blood itself wanted to spread out, to fuse with every part of her, but Illiel’s efforts held it in place.

I saw several regions where the life zeal was getting away from her. In those places, tiny little growths were forming, like little tumor. As Illiel turned her attention towards them they began to shrivel up and die, but she was only barely keeping pace with them.

The whole time I remained silent, but diligently took notes. Illiel was keeping control over the life zeal spreading throughout her body, but bit by bit more of it was slipping through her fingers. If this continued for too long, she might risk losing control entirely. But at the same time, under Illiel’s direction, the life zeal was reinforcing selective points in her body. I didn’t work with life zeal, so I couldn’t be certain, but it seemed as though she was preparing her cells to heal from a large amount of damage.

After what must have been around half an hour, Illiel opened her eyes and picked up the ceremonial bronze knife. I’d been wondering when that thing was going to come into play.

She held the knife in front of her pointed directly up in the air as she took several deep breaths. Her stomach was tight and fit, and I could see her trying to relax the muscles in that area. After the fifth breath, she suddenly reversed the blade of the knife, so the blade was facing downward.

Before I could even shout, she plunged the knife into her own stomach, and dragged downward with a vicious cutting motion.

Blood poured out like it a fountain. I wasn’t sure how much of it was her own and how much of it was the blood she drank. With shaking hands, Illiel picked up the mind spellheart and pushed it against the gaping wound. The incision was only just big enough.

Illiel pushed the spellheart inside the hole. Once the last of it vanished into her abdomen, she picked up the eagle blood soaked cloth from earlier and held it over the wound, concentrating. Life zeal poured from what was abundant in the cloth to her stomach, where the spellheart had been inserted. Illiel’s flesh pulsed and writhed as her body rebelled against the foreign material. The spellheart itself also rebelled, releasing waves of zeal as it dissolved that were almost visible to the naked eye. Only the abundant life zeal she’d just consumed allowed her body to heal itself from the damage the spellheart was doing as it ravaged her insides.

This must have been what all that life zeal was for. To ensure that she’d be able to survive self-evisceration.

I didn’t dare to say anything. This moment was too precarious. Illiel’s life and death hung in the balance. With my mage sight, I could see a war waging within her.

The spellheart was there, and yet at the same time it was not there. The native zeal of the spellheart was frantically pulsing through her body, at war with the natural zeal of Illiel’s body.

Though the clashing zeal wasn’t entirely compatible, they were both subject to Illiel’s will. She was bound to the mind spellheart and was the sole ruler of her body. With each passing moment, she was trying to force the two competing zeals to get along. More than that, she wanted to force them to merge together.

Minutes passed, and my worry grew, but slowly, bit by bit, the wound began to close.

I bowed my head. Illiel’s eyes were scrunched in concentration. It seemed the worst was over, and all she needed was somewhere quiet to concentrate. I lifted her onto the only cot in the room. She was sweating heavily, and her skin was hot to the touch.

At some point, one of the Songstone clan members had entered the chamber. She cleaned up the spilled blood and brought food for the both of us, though she didn’t dare disturb Illiel on the cot. She came with a bag full of bandages and other medical supplies. A healer then.

“How long will it be until we know for certain if she succeeded or failed?” I asked the healer.

“Usually it is apparent within the first day, but sometimes those trying to fuse particularly large spellhearts will take several days. Just try to occupy yourself for a little while. Go, I will tend to her and deal with anything that might come up.”

I nodded and gathered up some of the vials and beakers I’d used earlier before leaving the room.

 

***

 

Fortunately, Yulli relocated me to another room, which was thoughtful of her. She knew that Illiel would need her space, and I wouldn’t be able to work effectively if she was fighting for her life just a few paces from me.

I’d gathered up the glass containers I’d snatched earlier and brought them with me to my new room, fully intending to enhance my earth spellheart in the same way that I’d enhanced my mind spellheart.

Luckily, earth aspect mystic beasts were far easier to find than their mind aspect counter parts, and soon just by asking around I was able to obtain a few tiny fragments from the clan’s supply cashes.

And then I repeated my procedure. Lye didn’t seem to work as well on earth spellhearts as it did on my mind spellheart. The gem I was holding was harder and more angular. It didn’t have the same plasticity that the mind spellheart seemed to have.

But despite that the process was working. I might have had higher losses, but I managed to dissolve all the little scraps of earth spellheart and created an elixir of reddish-brown liquid.

Just before the zeal particles were about to precipitate and crystallize on their own I introduced my own earth-aspect spellheart. It plopped in, almost splashing some liquid elixir out of the beaker. I’d need to get some forceps to stop the splashing. Or maybe just some sticks would do. Although the nature zeal from the sticks might contaminate my elixir, since wood contained a combination of zeals, mainly life and earth but many others as well.

Wait a moment... dirt contained earth zeal. Not in as high a concentration as a spellheart but it was there. Maybe it would be possible to simply start digging and turn shovelfuls of dirt into earth-aspect elixir to add to my spellheart? That was an experiment I’d have to try.

After my elixir was made, I concentrated on my spellheart. This went in much the same way as the procedure for condensing my mind spellheart. I simply impressed my will on that tiny vial of elixir and called it all towards my spellheart, where it slowly collected and added to my power.

This vial had enough concentrated zeal for me to cast spells for days on end. It was more than sufficient to reshape my previously small earth spellheart into something much bigger.

I also sensed a different change in the spellheart as more earth zeal crystallized around it. Before the zeal of my spellheart had felt like mud. It had been small and grainy but not entirely solid, not just in physical texture but in terms of the magical sensation it gave me when I used it. It had taken work to get something that was reasonably hard and strong.

But now the earth spellheart was different. It felt as though while before I had a spellheart that was primarily made of the aspect of dirt, now I had a range of aspects across the spectrum. They all fell under the broad category of ‘earth’ and were reasonably compatible of each other, but each aspect was distinct in its own right.

Some of it would be easier to use to make a wall. Another region of the spellheart was slow to move and hard to work with, but if I used it properly, the result would be as hard as a rock. Another seemed like it was brittle, almost like glass or obsidian.

I opted to keep this medley of different aspects separate, so I could draw on each one at need. Sure, I could mix them all together and get a final product that was better than anything, but I sensed I might lose some of the uniqueness of each individual type of aspect. I had the choice between keeping a general jack-of-all-trades zeal aspect, or dozens of lesser aspects that would be a bit better at their specific tasks. Somehow, I got the distinct impression that this was the harder path to tread.

I briefly wondered if this same thing had been present with my mind spellheart. Maybe it wasn’t, or maybe it was, and I simply wasn’t able to spot the differences.

Just as I was finishing up refining my earth spellheart, the healer who had assisted with Illiel’s advancement came to fetch me.

“She’s awake now, if you want to see her.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

 

 

When I made my way to Illiel she was sitting up. She still wasn’t wearing a shirt, which I think she realized when I walked into the room. The moment we locked eyes her hands pulled the blanket all the way up to her neck.

“Are You alright?”

Illiel smiled. “Better than ever, actually. You’re in the presence of a mage acolyte now! Maybe if I’m in a good mood, I’ll give you some pointers, junior brother!”

I laughed. It was good to see she was doing well. “Say, what is all this I’m always hearing. The ‘junior sister this’ or ‘elder sister that’?”

“It’s a popular custom within clans and sects. Everyone is supposed to be part of one big family. In the cultivation world, cultivation rank usually goes hand in hand with age. Even when it doesn’t, someone at a higher cultivation rank than you is your elder brother or sister. Anyone lower than you is your younger brother or sister.”

“Ah, makes sense. They’re honorifics meant to breed familiarity.” I sat down at the foot of the bed. “So, what does it feel like to break into the mage acolyte ranks?”

Illiel shrugged. “Honestly? Not that different. The main thing is that my spellheart is actually part of my body now. It’s like I’m always using it, as opposed to only getting that feeling when I’m actively casting a spell with it, I get it all the time.”

“So, do you have mage sight now?”

“The healer told me not to try anything for a few days. Not until my body has stabilized a little. Too much mind zeal running through my body could cause another bad reaction between it and my body’s native zeal, putting me back into the state I was in earlier.”

“Got it, so no heavy lifting for you for a while.”

“That’s right. Rest and relaxation for me. Or rather, constantly pretending to be doing alchemy so your clan matriarch doesn’t execute me. Speaking of, why didn’t you tell her you were the alchemist rather than me?”

“Yulli is a little quick to call on her fire zeal. Making her think you were a valuable alchemist will stay her hand for a while.”

“You know she’ll find out eventually, right?”

“Probably, but not for a while. Sure, she’ll eventually figure out that I’m the one who does the alchemy, but she hasn’t made a habit of talking to the servants thus far, besides giving them orders. And most of them seem to be too afraid to talk in her presence without her permission. I imagine it will be at least a week before she figures it out. By then, I hope you’ll be a familiar enough face that she won’t react rashly. And besides, you know a little alchemy, so it wasn’t like I was lying.”

“Yes, but I’m not a very good one, despite my mother’s expensive tutoring. My talent pales before yours.” Illiel said sadly.

“You can get good at anything if you practice it enough. But besides that, you know a lot of techniques relevant to working with zeal that I haven’t even heard about. I’ll still need your mentor ship for a while yet.”

“Well, you‘ll have it. I guess I’m stuck here for a while after all.” Illiel laughed. “But at least I have you.” She leaned closer to me, letting the blanket drop, revealing her perky exposed breasts once again.

I examined her again. She was beautiful by earthly standards. She had the thin elvish build and an angular face framed by long brownish-blond hair. Her skin was fair, and like all elves, it was smooth and completely flawless. My own body had improved significantly just from exposure to the zeal in this world, but it still didn’t feel like it was on the same level as hers.

Peeking up from under the corner of the blankets was a long and thin scar. That was exactly where the bronze knife had sliced into Illiel’s flesh. The healer Yulli provide proved her worth as a mage acolyte, because if I hadn’t seen the wound earlier that day I would have thought it was six months old.

“May I?” I asked as my fingers grasped the edge of the blanket.

Illiel nodded, leaning back on her arms to give me easy access to her abdomen.

I pulled the blanket back slowly, revealing her full stomach. The scar extended about the width of my hand, just to the right of her belly button. Why did elves have belly buttons? They weren’t born like humans.

I traced my hand along her smooth flat stomach, enjoying the feel of her skin. Apparently, Illiel was enjoying the feeling as well, since she didn’t do anything to stop me. In fact, she seemed to be enjoying my attention.

“Why don’t you kiss it and make it better for me?” Illiel asked shyly.

Encouraged to continue, I leaned forward and gave the wound a big, sloppy kiss. Illiel’s skin was soft and smooth, and it was pleasant to press my lips against them. I’d experienced the same sensation with Sava. It seemed that all elves had skin that simply felt good to lick.

I trailed my kisses up and down the scar and glanced up to see Illiel enjoying herself.

Illiel shifted her legs, pushing the blanket further back with her feet. The process served to reveal a little pair of pussy lips and the gap between Illiel’s legs. The mind cultivator blushed, but the message was clear.

And so, I moved my attention to her upper thighs, flicking at them with my tongue. Illiel through back her head and leaned backwards. I continued to tease her. Soon, I saw a few drops of wet lubricant accumulating along the opening to her maidenhood. Illiel opened her legs wider, giving me free access to her nether regions, but I continued to ignore them. Her dripping pussy was begging for my attention, but it would have to wait a little longer.

Eventually, Illiel just couldn’t take the teasing any more. She reached up with one of my hands and grabbed the back of my head, pushing it towards her crotch. Except she pushed way too hard, and I ended up doing full face plant into her pussy.

She pulled with surprising strength and speed. There was power in her that far exceeded her size and physique.

“Sorry!” She yelped. “I seem my advancement made me more than a bit stronger. I haven’t learned to gauge it yet.”

“Mmmfh!” I said as my mouth was covered by her lower lips.

I planted a series of small kisses around her slit before diving in tongue first. I mouthed the sounds of the alphabet as I nipped at her maidenhood. She seemed to particularly love the way my lips moved when I made a ‘buh’ sound. Something about the vibrations I think.

She moaned and gasped.

“Ooh! Yes, more Theo!” she squealed as I licked her slit. Her whole body shuddered, and I felt her powerful thighs go tight as she orgasmed.

I considered that her warm up. By now, I was sporting a rock-hard erection. I wasn’t certain, but a suspected the zeal of this world had bolstered my size down below by a finger length or two. In any case, my performance was certainly enhanced.

My cock parted her sensitive flesh and I grabbed onto her breasts and leaned in real close so I could kiss her on the lips.

Illiel pulled me in even closer and our tongues waged war inside our mouths while my cock penetrated deep inside her body.

I thrusted in and out over and over again. I didn’t stop at just once either. The moment we finished one round, we cultivated for a few minutes before going at it again. Illiel claimed the additional vitality would do wonders at stabilizing her new position as a mage acolyte in the world of magic.

For me, it was mostly a whole lot of fun.

 

***

 

By the time we were finished we were both exhausted. Even with her new reserves of strength, Illiel was laying still with a dumb smile in her face, basking in the afterglow with me. I might have nodded off for a little while. Can’t really be sure. At any rate, it was a while before either of us spoke.

“So, you know how I invaded Melise’s dream?” I asked Illiel, who was in the middle of a yawn.

“I remember. And you still haven’t told me how you managed to do that. I should only just now be able to do that now that I’ve broken through to the mage acolyte ranks.”

“Yes, well, I found that I was able to see inside her dreams and talk to her. I haven’t been able to confirm the information I got from her yet, but I’ve got a strong feeling it’s accurate.”

“Dealing with what?” Illiel asked curiously.

“Yulli.”

Illiel gave me a troubled look.

“Don’t look at me like that. You know she needs to be dealt with as well as I do. If we don’t remove her somehow, she’s going to keep restricting both of our freedoms. You’re a prisoner here and I’m one in all but name! I was practically running this place before she showed up.”

Illiel let out a slow sigh. “Alright, I’ll admit she needs to be dealt with. The usual way you deal with someone two stages of advancement above you is by feverishly cultivating for years in quiet meditation until you eventually reach their level or surpass them. At that point you can fight them, or simply have them at your mercy if you’re at a higher cultivation rank than they are.”

“Yeah, we’re not going to do that.” I said with a shake of my head. “Instead, we’re going to control her mind.”

Illiel’s gaze froze for a moment. “You know, Theo, someday the Cult of the Unblinking Eye is going to be real upset they missed out on a gem like you.”

“So, will you teach me?” My whole plan rested on the idea that Illiel would have a mind-control technique in her possession that would work for our intended purpose, and that she would be willing to teach it to me and if need be, use it with me.

“There are techniques for what you might call mind control. Though the complete, thorough domination of another’s mind is something that takes years to do properly. Hollowing out the mind so the body becomes an empty shell is easier, but then you have to create an entirely new personality. Both options are unavailable to us, however. Yulli is a true mage and as such she’ll be extraordinarily difficult to effect with my techniques.”

“But it can be done?” I asked hopefully.

“I know a hidden suggestion technique that might work. It isn’t really full control, but it makes whoever is affected by much more susceptible to whatever you say after you use a specific trigger word. It won’t make her obey your every command, but it will be enough to convince her to give you a bit more freedom if you phrase it right.”

“But it will work on Yulli? A true mage?”

“If the conditions are perfect, and I mean perfect, then the two of us working in harmony should be able to implant the spell on Yulli’s mind. Whether it sticks or not and for how long is a matter of luck.”

I nodded slowly. “Alright, so we need the perfect set-up. I’ll see what I can do.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

 

 

The next several days were spent alternating between sleeping with Illiel, practicing cultivation, and making preparations. The gathering Sava told me about was coming closer, and soon all the tribes would be gathering at Queenshold, where everyone would make their offerings to the queen to stay in her good graces. As a new power in the area, our Songstone clan would be making an appearance as well.

I’d since seen to the absorption of any remaining Riverweed tribe elves into the greater Songstone clan. Sava was seeing to their needs, with me offering a word of advice here and there. It also served as an excuse to elevate Sava to a higher position. The former Riverweed tribe members would want one of their own to look up to.

“How is Katiana taking it?” I asked Sava over a plate of food Illiel had prepared for us.

“Better with each day. She’s still shaken up about how so many of our kin were killed or captured. By the underworld, I’m still shaken up by it, and I wasn’t even there.”

I told Sava about my new technique that allowed me to enhance a spellheart, and she immediately demanded I perform the procedure on her. That occupied most of the rest of the day. The recrystallization didn’t actually take that long, but Sava insisted on having some alone time with me. We had sex.

Sava was very pleased with the additional power granted to her by the recrystallization and said that she would be attempting to make her breakthrough to the mage acolyte levels soon. She’d been flying through the zeal accumulation ranks ever since meeting me, reaching the tenth layer in less than a year, much to Katiana’s chagrin.

But before she could take that final step like Illiel did, she needed to gather life zeal.

“Oh yes, Theo!” Sava moaned.

“Oh yes, Sava!” I joked as I thrust into the elf’s loins. This was the third time today, and I was starting to think Illiel was getting jealous. Yorik too for that matter. I’d suspected that the orc was interested in being more than my hired muscle for a long time.

I fucked Sava long and hard. She deserved it for all the hard work she’d been doing for me lately. Before long we both came and were able to cultivate the life zeal we’d generated.

Our private moment was soon interrupted by Melise opening the door and bursting inside. Her eyes went wide when she noticed our undressed state and she immediately started blushing.

For my part, I rolled out of bed and stood up, still stark naked, but my newly improved body and all the female attention I was getting had done a lot for my self-confidence, and I only felt the barest twinge of embarrassment as I bent over to pick up my clothes from the floor.

“What is it, Melise?”

“U-uhm... Matriarch Yulli has returned and wishes you to be in attendance.” Melise stuttered.

“Yulli went somewhere?” I asked curiously. “News to me.”

”She has just returned from subjugating three of the local tribes of the Hearthwood forest. Their leadership has been captured and have been brought back to this encampment to swear fealty or face death." The mage acolyte had recovered some of her composure now that I had my pants on, though her eyes were still locked on my bare chest. I didn’t blame her. I’d gotten really nice abs recently.

“She did what!?” I swore. The exclamation was only able to lift Melise’s gaze for a moment. “Damn it. This is not what I had planned!”

Open conquest has its place, but it isn’t always the ideal in terms of expanding your power base. I’d planned to have the Hearthwood clan take over all the local clans in the area, but I’d planned to do it slowly. I wanted to foster trade networks to get them to specialize. After that I could use our superior military forces provided by the remaining assets of the Songstone clan to convince the other clans to let us do all the protecting for the entire area.

Based on my research, none of the neighboring clans had a formalized military structure. I had planned on forming a league of sorts, reminiscent of the Latin League that led to the rise of the Roman Republic. In time, all the nearby clans could have become willing subordinates. Instead, Yulli had gone and made enemies of them.

“Sava, I hate to leave you like this, but I’ve got to go. Get dressed and keep your deadliest concoctions close at hand. You too Illiel, but stay out of Yulli’s sight.” I ordered as I stormed out of the building. “Melise, follow me.”

Before the mage acolyte could question whether I actually had the power to order her around like that, I left the room. I stomped off in the direction of the building that Yulli had seized as her personal manor.

Melise coughed slightly to get my attention. “Theo... you know my name, but I don’t remember introducing myself to you.”

That’s right. I learned her name in her dream. This at least confirmed the notion that I had really been in her dream. The odds of my brain simply making up the correct name in some sort of magically induced acid trip were very slim.

“You did promise yourself to my service.” I said, causing Melise to freeze slightly. “We can talk later, if you’d like.” Luckily, she didn’t pester me further and kept walking behind me.

The manor Yulli had taken over had been expanded dramatically since last, I’d seen it. What once had been plain walls of wood now had floor-to-ceiling tapestries, with plush rugs of both fabric and animal skins lying around to make the place more comfortable. It still wasn’t a palace by any stretch. No vaulted ceilings for one. But it was much closer to one than it had been.

In front of Yulli there were three elves, each of whom bore a proud expression on their faces. Their straight backs and defiant eyes spoke of a lifetime of pride and accomplishment. Every one of them was at the mage acolyte level. The silver-haired woman on the left even seemed to be a hair’s breadth from breaking through to becoming a true mage on Yulli’s level.

The difference between a mage acolyte like Illiel and a true mage like Yulli was a small distinction, but that small distinction was a chasm in terms of power. As a true mage, Yulli had fully mastered her spellheart and could use all of its power to its true potential.

This elf was clearly a powerful mage acolyte, somebody who had been in that realm for years. But she wasn’t a true mage, as her current position testified. Yulli, as a true mage, must have bested each one of them. Probably in front of their own tribes and clans, humiliating them in the process.

“Ah, here he is.” Yulli said. She was sitting sideways across a wooden chair that looked like it was trying to be a throne. Her legs stuck out over one arm rest and her head stuck out over the other. She reclined with one hand behind her head and gesticulated at me with what appeared to be a turkey leg, which she had been gnawing on just a moment ago.

“Here I am.” I said in a very unhappy tone. Yulli frowned in displeasure but made no move to rebuke me.

“As you can see here, my fellow chiefs, the future of the new Songstone clan is looking up! The best time to bend the knee is now. It might cause some humiliation for the moment, but at its peak many tribes more powerful than yours would fight for the opportunity to become servants to the Songstone clan. You are truly fortunate to have found us in such distress. You’ll be vassals, but with work and dedication you may someday become servants.”

“The Ironwood tribe will die before we become a weak tribe of slaves. We know that road and will not walk it again. I refuse.”

The two others seemed to gain strength from the Ironwood chief’s bravery. Though they had looked on the edge of wavering, now that stood taller and prouder.

“Nor shall the Myriad Hues of Flame tribe yield to an up-jumped tribe of fishermen who have allied with forest bandits.” The proud white-haired chief Conadur said, straightening her back. She seemed to be referring to the Riverweed tribe being absorbed into the Songstone clan.

“If two trader tribes will not yield, how can the Waterbeetle tribe do so? No, as tribal chief Wisdom, I have been shown my namesake this day. I choose to die with honor.”

Yulli took one last bite of bird leg with a look of consternation on her face.

“So be it.” She said, tossing the animal bone aside. “In this land of ours, the strong take what they will, while the weak endure what they must. I offered the olive branch to you, and you have spat upon it.”

Yulli turned towards Melise, who was standing behind me. “See that they are fed and armed. We will take them with us to the gathering tomorrow. They shall face me in the field at dawn tomorrow. As custom dictates summon their kin to watch over their final moments, and to collect their souls when they die. I will show the whole Hearthwood forest the strength of the Songstone clan!”

The matriarch of the Songstone clan inclined her head at the three tribal chiefs, but they did not return the courtesy by bowing as they should have. Instead, they merely met her gaze and inclined their heads, as they would when greeting an equal.

They would die tomorrow at dawn. Yulli knew it, and each of them knew it. But the pride of a cultivator dictated that they meet their killers gaze as if still believed that victory could be theirs.

 

***

 

When the three tribal chiefs had been escorted off to wherever was to serve as their cells until tomorrow at dawn, I spoke.

“They could have been allies, you know.”

“And now they’ll be subjects. As I see it, that is preferable to allies.” Yulli retorted.

“Perhaps preferable to you, but not it is far from ideal. They will serve half-heartedly at best. Perhaps not at all.”

“If the next group of chiefs they elect do not bend the knee to me, then I will defeat them in combat, as I shall with this current batch.”

I shook my head. “Perhaps they will swear fealty to you and your cause, as the Riverweed tribe did. But the difference between the Riverweed tribe and these three tribes is that you are right here. You drink their water, eat their fish, settle disputes between tribesmen, sleep in their hall, and defend this clan when needed. With you are a loyal band of mage acolyte warriors that follow your orders, who also live in this tribe.”

“But this is not the case with the conquered tribes. They are out of sight, with their own leaders, accustomed to their freedom. Without your constant presence it will be impossible to keep them loyal. There will be rebellions every time you turn your back.”

“Then I’ll appoint someone I trust to lead them.” Yulli snapped grumpily. Before I could respond, she waved her hand again. “Enough of this. I didn’t call you here to advise me. You lied to me last time we met.”

When you don’t want to reveal any information at all, it’s best not to say anything. I had more than one secret to keep and didn’t want to accidentally reveal the wrong one to Yulli without reason. So, I kept silent.

“You were the one who concocted those elixirs. The ones that enhance the potency of spellhearts. You had me believing it was the prisoner.”

“I did.” I answered slowly.

“From now on, you will be responsible for producing one hundred such vials of elixirs each moon, for me to distribute amongst those most worthy of such an honor. I will provide the elixir components needed.”

I nodded slowly. “Very well. While I’m at that task, would you like me to arrange for some food and celebration for after you defeat the three clan chief’s tomorrow? Nothing lightens the mood after an execution like good food.”

Yulli nodded in surprise, a note of good cheer coming back into her voice. “Fine. I’m glad you’re acting more amenable, Theo. You’re an important asset to this clan, Theo. In more ways than one now. I will see to it that all the contributions you make are well rewarded. As I rise, so shall you.”

“Yes, matriarch.” I bowed in the fashion I’d seen others do, then immediately turned to leave.

“Oh, and Theo? Do not plot against me again.”

I bowed again but said nothing. I wouldn’t make a promise I was already planning to break.

 

***

 

“A cake, you say?” the Songstone clan cook asked. He was the only person I knew in Queenshold, and thus the person I visited the moment I arrived in town. 

“A duel to the death between cultivators is a solemn occasion. By tradition, the winner should respect the life they have taken by entering secluded meditation, and thus cannot enjoy any cake. The loser is dead, and thus cannot enjoy any cake either. So, tell me again, why should I waste what little flour we have baking a cake?”

“We are not celebrating a duel to the death. We are celebrating the conquest of three neighboring tribes by our matriarch.” I said, trying to mask my annoyance. It had been much easier to convince the others to treat the events tomorrow as entertainment. I’d arranged for banners to be hung and tables to be set up. Many of the other elves would even bring some of their own dishes, so we could set up some food buffet style. There would be music and dancing, and most importantly, drinking.

The cook snorted, despite my explanation. “Sweet rolls. No cake.” She was on the heftier side, as far as elves went, and she had a large wooden spoon that she slapped against her palm in an intimidating fashion.

“Fine but make them dry. I want everyone to be thirsty. I want the alcohol to flow freely tomorrow. It is a party after all.”

I got Sava to Melise to requisition what we needed from the clan coffers. That was enough to pay Grotkins for some supplies. I also visited other clan members specifically to get the rest of what I wanted.

Although we were all set up in tents, most of the craftswomen of the clan brought their tradable goods with them so their tents doubled as sales stalls. Besides them, there were many rogue elves who were not part of any tribe or clan present to hawk food or goods that weren’t available from within the Songstone clan.

After I arranged for some salted fish to be served as well, I visited one of the Songstone servants who’d taken to being the clan brewmaster to acquisition some alcohol. They were no less eager to part with their stock than the cook, but I convinced them that everything was on Yulli’s orders. Which they technically were. She hadn’t given me any specific instructions, so I was able to freely expand the scope of the feast as I wished. And so, the bigger the event the better.

I ended up agreeing to owe the brewer a favor in exchange for giving me a single bottle of her best brew. It was a type of fermented fish drink from the stock that had been commissioned by Yulli. Apparently, she loved the stuff, but their supply was running low because she’d drunk so much of it.

To me, the important thing was that the drink was strong. Strong enough to cover up the scents from any unusual herbal blends I might choose to adulterate it with.

 

***

 

Not long after I had Sava fetch a bundle of those same herbs we’d tested on Illiel before and brew up a second batch. Nela herself was in seclusion, working on her cultivation base, as she had been since Yulli had shown up. I had considered sending Illiel out for the job, but I still hadn’t admitted to her that I’d drugged her to get her to trust me early on. I’d save that conversation for another day.

After I’d made arrangements for supplies the next day, I got to work on the bottle of fermented fish and berries I’d collected.

The stuff was naturally high in life zeal, probably played a large part in its popularity. I’d be adding my own touch to it tonight while everyone else slept.

As the elves around me went to bed, I settled into a meditative stance, legs crossed, and eyes closed. I focused on the zeal accumulation technique and gathered up the zeal I needed, plucking it from the minds of dreaming elves. Bit by bit, I concentrated it into the bottle of alcohol before me. Soon, the bottle was nearly as high in mind zeal as it was in life zeal.

I pushed it as far as I dared. The two zeals seemed to sit together quiet easily, which I was thankful for. Zeals like water and fire did not mix together without great effort, but mind and life zeal seemed to effortlessly mix. Still, I didn’t want to raise the concentration of mind zeal higher than the life zeal. Illiel had told me balance was important in alchemy. Judging by how she ate, I didn’t think Yulli was a connoisseur of fine drinks, and she likely wouldn’t be able to pick out a change in flavor due to the addition of mind zeal.

After that, I concentrated the drink a little by evaporating a little of the water off. I lost a good portion of the alcohol that way, but not the zeal. This made the taste a bit stronger in flavor but lacking in potency. In the end I decided to mix it with a cheaper distilled brew to bring the alcohol content back up.

And then I tried my new trick. I tried to turn the mind zeal to a specific aspect. In this case, trust. I’d discovered this to be true with earth zeal, so why wouldn’t it be true with mind zeal. To take on an aspect all it took was earth zeal spending a bit of time in contact with a certain type of earth. By that logic, if mind zeal spent a bit of time near trusting thoughts, it should take on the flavor of trust.

It was a theory that I was still developing. I had no way to measure success with it, but I gave it a try anyway. And so there I sat, thinking about the things I trusted.

I struggled quite a bit trying to figure that out. In the end, I had to resort to thinking about things I knew to be true without a shred of doubt. My own name. That two plus two makes four. Lame stuff.

After more than an hour of thinking trusting thoughts, I noticed no signs of success. Maybe something had happened, maybe not. Either way, I set the bottle aside to let things settle after all my efforts and give it a chance to cool down a bit.

I’d salvaged a panel of ironwood that had been treated with cold flame, which had probably been taken from somebody of the Myriad Hues of Flame clan. It had a bit of chill left in it, so I wrapped the bottle in a sheet to keep it cool.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

 

 

A gong awoke everyone in the in the vicinity the next morning. It was made of torso-sized disk of brass, but whoever was banging on it must have had something against the little metal disk, because it was ringing loud enough to wake the whole neighborhood.

When I looked around nearly everyone and everything had been gathered and packed away from our encampment. Almost everything was packaged into carts, and those that weren’t loaded with goods had tarps and linens to assemble tents. I couldn’t believe the elves had much to trade, having just settled in the area after fleeing for their lives, but I think Yulli’s idea for this gathering was more a show of power and force. She’d already succeeded in subjugating the weaker half of the Hearthwood forest, and the only remaining rival of note was the Crimson Dragonfly tribe. Now was the time for Yulli to prove that she was strong enough to rule over the entire Hearthwood.

I was given a place on one of the carts. The ride didn’t last as long as I thought it would, partially because horses in this world seemed to be exceptionally fast. Not as fast as a car but faster than I could of run back home. Not that the elves on foot had any trouble keeping up with the beasts of burden. Before the day was half over we’d arrived at our destination.

By the time my cart was set down and a tent set up for me, many of the elves were already outside and wandering around a large grassy area, in the center of Queenshold which presumably would be the location of the duel.

In the light of the new day I realized that it wasn’t just the Songstone clan attending. The sea of golden-hair was interspersed with bits of green from Riverweed cultivators who’d survived and joined up with us, but off to the side there were brown haired Ironwood tribe elves, orange-yellow Myriad Hues of Flame tribe elves, Purple haired Hidden Serpent’s tribe elves, and Blue haired Waterbeetle tribe elves. According to Sava, elves change hair color depending on the concentrations of zeal in their body, which meant that hair color for elves was a good indication of the type of magic the practiced.

In small tribes like these, most elves in a tribe practiced whatever magic their tribe specialized in, but in more powerful clans there were a variety of hair colors because there were a variety of cultivation techniques and styles available to them.

The primary demographic being represented in our area was the Songstone clan survivors, with their hair in various shades of gold. Mixed in was the occasional green-haired Riverweed tribe elf, but the other clans were loitering nearby, casting curious glances at the tables we were setting up.

I was worried that I’d have to harry the people I’d asked to bring food and harry somebody to help me start setting up tables, but thankfully my instructions seemed to have been taken seriously. Many tables were already set up; it seemed there was more than just the food I’d requested from the tribe’s larders out in the open. Some people must have been inspired by the feast set up and donated some food of their own.

The three clan chiefs were at the back end of the field, under guard by Melise, and three of Yulli’s other warriors, though from a distance.

Chief Antgut of the Ironwood clan was consoling an older woman, holding her shoulders as she appeared to be crying into her chest.

Chief Conadur and Chief Wisdom seemed to be meeting with groups of elves of their own. Chief Conadur had a brush in hand and was writing quickly on a long scroll of papyrus. Chief Wisdom was lecturing a young woman with purple-blue hair, whose eyes were red, with features locked in a furious gaze.

The older woman from the Ironwood tribe and the younger woman from the Waterbeetle tribe would be ones to watch. If they ended up taking any sort of leadership position, their clan would remain opposed to Yulli’s rule. There didn’t seem to be anyone like that in the Myriad Hues of Flame tribe, but they would still bear watching as well. I still cursed my inability to interfere. Yulli had told me this was the way those of higher cultivation asserted their power, but I believed in building stable foundations for the future. Yulli could make them fear her, but that wouldn’t stop them from plotting against her when she wasn’t around. Only true loyalty would do that.

“The girl with the blueish purple haired girl’s name is Assyrus. From what I’ve heard, she’s a tremendous young talent. Already a mage acolyte at the young age of eighteen. She’ll make the true mage rank someday if things keep going as they are.”

I turned to see Sava standing behind me.

“It would be unwise for Yulli to allow a potential enemy to grow up under her nose.”

Assyrus I’d remember to ask about her.

Sava shook her head. “The matriarch is many things, but she adheres to the old traditions. When two mystic artists fight a duel, the outcome is not questioned, and all thoughts of vengeance against the winner are put aside. To hold a blood vendetta would negate the point of such and official gathering.”

“Somehow, I doubt that girl cares too much about tradition right now. She knows that Chief Wisdom is about to die. Her mentor, I assume?”

“That’s right. Once Chief Wisdom found out about the talent Assyrus possessed, she took the young girl under her wing immediately.”

“A smart move on Chief Wisdom’s part. If you’re going to have somebody important growing up under your influence, it’s best if they’re groomed by your own hand. I can’t imagine her not causing problems for Yulli in the future though. What about the older woman?”

“I believe that’s Chief Antgut’s beloved. The first among the women of her harem. She never reached the mage acolyte ranks, like Chief Antgut did, which is why she looks so much older than her chief. It’s said that she manages most of the Ironwood tribes’ commercial affairs. Chief Antgut is basically the muscle and the face of the tribe, while she handles the details.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Two women in a relationship?”

Sava shrugged. “What’s strange about that?”

“Nothing, my homeland is a bit weird in some ways is all.” I sighed. “But this woman? Another problem for Yulli it looks like. If she manages to stay in power after her husband’s death, despite her low cultivation base, she’ll be certain to cause more problems for us.”

“Maybe.” Sava said hesitantly. “But Yulli’s power as a true mage is undeniable. That’s what this whole duel today is about. She’s proving that she can crush the best fighters their tribes have, and she can do it with impunity. Surely that alone will cow the other tribes.”

I gave her a shrug in response. “Maybe it will. Maybe I’m wrong. But my intuition is telling me that neither of them will be quelled easily. They might not be up front about it, but they’ll resist in little ways. But mainly what I’m worried about is something happening to Yulli. She’s made herself the lynch pin for her entire set of conquests. None of her warriors are good enough to take her place if something happens to her, and we know how she likes to run off by herself. This wild plan of hers to kidnap the chiefs of three of the neighboring clans proves that. What if she dies or disappears? Or even simply wounded and unable to fight? Then we have three pissed of clans looking for revenge right on our doorstep.”

“Mhhhhmm. At least she didn’t try to kidnap the chief of the Crimson Dragonfly clan. Rumor has it she’s reached the rank of true mage as well.”

I nodded and was about to give a response when the overly zealous gong-banger went to work again. The pounding reverberated through the air, even louder than last time. All conversation died down as one of Yulli’s mage acolytes took a position before the grassy area.

“Attention all members of the new Songstone clan!” the mage acolyte announced loudly. I winced at the name. I’d picked out the perfectly good name of the Heartwood clan and Yulli had to go and use her old clan name. That was practically begging old enemies to come knocking. From some quiet grumbling around me it seemed I wasn’t the only one to have that train of thought.

“We are gathered here today to bear witness to a duel between your matriarch, Yulli Songstone, and these three tribal chieftains. These fights shall be to the death. The winner will claim great honor for themselves and their clans, while the loser shall die with grace. They shall be given all appropriate funeral rituals and their bodies and souls shall be handed over to the representatives of their respective tribes. ,”

This announcer wasn’t even trying to hide the fact that Yulli’s victory was a certainty.

“An agent of the crown from Queenshold shall stand as witness and arbiter, and a record of these duels will be sent to the capital, along with our Songstone clan’s request to once again be recognized as an official clan of the kingdom.”

The mage acolyte stepped back, allowing an older elf wearing long azure robes and a royal crest to take her place. As soon as she did one of the chief’s shouted to her.

“Arbiter.” Chief Antgut called out. “I would like to propose that all three duels be enacted simultaneously. The three of us will last longer if we are allowed to work together against Matriarch Yulli.”

The mage acolyte glanced at Yulli.

“Fine by me. I’d like to have this done with quickly.” Yulli said with a shrug.

“Your opponent has accepted your proposal. Normally, this would break with tradition, but seeing as matriarch Yulli is an advancement level ahead of each of you, I’ll allow it.”

There was a light cheer from the opposite side of the dueling arena, where the representatives of the opponent chief’s clans were standing. It wasn’t very loud though.

Before I even realized that it was starting, the duel had begun.

 

***

 

Yulli stood on one side of the field, and the three chiefs stood on the other. Chief Antgut, Conadur, and Wisdom all bowed from the waist. Yulli returned the gesture, but not to the same extent as the three tribal chiefs. She was of higher standing than the three of them after all.

The chiefs took a few moments to exchange words. Though each of them were bitter rivals, they knew that they stood no chance against a true mage. Still, none of them wanted to embarrass their clans with an easy death, and the three of them seemed to come to an agreement. They would work together to last as long as they could.

Yulli, for her part, simply walked towards the center of the arena. Not too quickly, but not too slowly either. She simply walked forward and took her stance, daring her opponents to make her move.

And then the same gong that woke me up that morning rung again, except this time it was a single loud and clear note. The three clan chief’s burst into action, moving in a semicircle and trying to quickly surround Yulli.

The true mage did nothing except lazily glance at each of her opponents. She held up a hand and beckoned them forward, daring them to attack her.

The three chief’s each exchanged a glance. Each of them drew on the power of their spellhearts, which had been embedded in their bodies once they broke through into the mage acolyte ranks. A shoulder was glowing on one, and a hand on the other. I assumed that the third had put their spellheart somewhere covered by clothes, and that was why I couldn’t see the distinctive glow of its power.

Yulli, in the center of the arena, sank to her knees. She closed her eyes, seemingly deep in meditation. If I had been blind to zeal the way I was when I first arrived here, I would have thought she had gone to sleep in the middle of the arena. Now though, I was able to tell she was more alert than ever. With her eyes closed, she was able to devote her full attention to her mage sight, something far more powerful than ordinary vision. She was likely studying each of her opponents, analyzing their techniques and the flow of zeal throughout their bodies. Yulli wasn’t known as a genius cultivator for nothing. Even now, in the middle of a duel, she was trying to craft new techniques for herself to defeat her opponents as efficiently as possible.

As for the three chiefs’, each of them used the magic of their cultivation bases to prepare themselves for a life or death burst of power. From their techniques alone, I would have been able to guess what tribe them came from, as each chief was marked with the distinctive magic of the organization they governed.

Chief Antgut of the Ironwood tribe pulled out what looked to be a metal baton. In her hands, the wood began to glow and shape itself into something that resembled a wooden blade. The Ironwood chieftain took up a defensive posture that made me certain that she had practiced with it extensively, and maybe even had some measure of formal training with the weapon.

The Chief of the Myriad Hues of Flame tribe was chief Conadur, and she immediately began waving her hands about two and fro. From a variety of pouches on her belt she was pulling a combination of flakes and particles with her right hand to feed into a small multi-colored flame sitting in the palm of her left hand.

The skin on Chief Wisdom of the Waterbeetle tribe started glowing blue and began to develop a sense of rigidity to it, probably after their tribe’s namesake.

And then the preparations were over. All three of them struck at Yulli simultaneously, using what were likely their strongest techniques.

Except when their blows landed. Yulli wasn’t there.

She had gotten to her feet so fast it was like a blur, barely perceptible to these mage acolyte rank chieftains, let alone us mortal spellheart users.

The opponent she had appeared behind was Chief Conadur. Her flame was fizzling from being slammed into the ground without finding flesh to serve as new tinder, but it was still throwing off motes of light across the color spectrum. Chief Conadur turned as quickly as she could, arm holding the flame in her hand as if were a ball she was about to throw.

By the time the Myriad Hues of Flame chief was halfway turned, Yulli had already slipped out of her reach, hand red with blood. Chief Conadur grasped at her torso, which was bleeding heavily. She fell to one knee with a thud.

Chief Antgut was able to close the distance between her and Yulli first, thanks to the additional reach granted towards her by her sword. She slashed with it, and as she did so her blade extended.

Despite the fearsome swiftness of the blade, Yulli caught it with her bare hand, which quickly started smoking.

Antgut leaned into the blow, but surprise shook her face when she realized that Yulli was able to hold a rock steady grip on it.

The Ironwood chief blinked in surprise. “How?”

“Fire barrier.” Yulli answered simply. And then she tore the blade out of Antgut’s hands and tossed it aside. What followed was the first true use of Yulli’s specialty that I’d seen up close and personal without having to worry about my own skin.

Antgut simply burst into flames. Moments later, the Ironwood chief was a pile of ash on the ground. A small, fist-sized ball of light rose from the pile of ash and floated slowly in the air. The soul of a dead elf.

Yulli turned around again to finish off chief Conadur, who was slowly getting to her feet. Chief Wisdom jumped in front of her though, with her blue skin covering her head to toe. She made no effort to attack, and instead simply crossed both her arms in front of herself, as if they were a shield. Considering the magical blue light her forearms were emitting, they probably were.

Yulli punched her, and surprisingly, Chief Wisdom didn’t explode into a fountain of goo. Instead, she merely grunted and was pushed back several feet. Conadur scrambled to get out of the way while still clutching her wound.

Yulli made an appreciative noise. “Rumors of the defensive abilities of the Waterbeetle tribe aren’t entirely unfounded. The way you’re using water zeal... I’ll have to see if I can incorporate that into my own defensive techniques.”

The mage acolyte’s hands lit up with a fiery glow, she closed them and the flickers of deep crimson flame traveled up her forearms. The fire shrouded her arms like fists of flame.

Chief Wisdom grit her teeth as Yulli pounded away on her crossed arms. Slowly, cracks began to appear on her skin. There wasn’t a moment for retreat or to go on the offensive.

Chief Conadur was able to stabilize her dwindling flame as Chief Wisdom absorbed the blows of their opponent. She was just barely able to climb to her feet, and when she did, she stretched out her hand from her position behind Wisdom’s back and destabilize the multicolored flame in her left palm, which shot out in a cone of destruction.

The Waterbeetle tribe chief’s defenses were entirely concentrated on resisting the fire fists of Yulli in front of her, and she was entirely unprepared to deal with an attack from behind. She glanced back at Chief Conadur, her eyes registering the betrayal for the one moment before they burned to ash.

Chief Conadur has sacrificed her only remaining ally in the dim hope that she could deal a powerful blow against a surprised opponent.

The cone of fire was tremendous in scale, and as the moments past in only grew in power. Some members of the Songstone clan off to my left were too close and were burned blow, even from this distance. Three of them had stepped over the line to get a closer look at the fight, and they took the heat of the fire worst of all. Three dots of glowing light sprang up from where the clan members had been standing. These souls were much smaller than that of the mage acolyte sitting out in the field, but they were still souls. Several other clan members cried out as three tribe members were lost in the blink of an eye, and the souls were quickly collected and taken away. Everyone else in the arena scrambled back another hundred paces.

Me and Sava decided we should pull further back to watch the rest of the duel like everyone else, but we needn’t have bothered. Yulli was burned by the gout of fire, but still standing. There was more fury than pain in her eyes, and everyone knew the fight was as good as over.

“I admit, the multicolored flame your clan produces carries the strangest sensations as it burns. I can tell you infused much of your own life force into that blow. It might have actually harmed me if I wasn’t a flame mystic artist myself.”

Conadur fell to her knees, thoroughly exhausted by her last attack. “Do it. With so little life force left I will die today one way or another.” She said with a bowed head.

Yulli nodded and snapped her fingers, still encased in a shell of fire. A small spark of deep crimson shot into Condur, burying itself in her abdomen. Then Yulli lifted her other hand and snapped her fingers once more. In an instant, Conadur exploded, leaving nothing but an elven soul and a thin red mist.

The arbiter stepped onto the field once again. “The victor is matriarch Yulli, of the Riverweed— sorry, the New Songstone clan! The kin of the fallen mystic artists may now retrieve the souls and remains of their departed.”

The representatives of the three tribes walked forward, trying to hide vicious glares behind somber faces. Yulli did not deign to meet their gazes and turned her back to them, knowing that these lesser tribe members weren’t even the slightest threat to her.

“Hold, arbiter!” A powerful voice commanded. A deep female elf voice shouted.

There was power in that voice. Power that I could feel like a physical prickling on my skin. It felt like it was on the same level as Yulli’s. I could feel Illiel stiffen beside me. The representatives of the three tribes also froze. Even Yulli reacted.

“So, the rumors are true, the Crimson Dragonfly tribe has created a true mage rank cultivator.”

The figure she was speaking to came into view. She was tall and lean, carrying an assortment of a variety of weapons and armor. She exuded the same feeling that Yulli did, but seemed far better armed.

“Enough slaying children, fellow cultivator.” The Crimson Dragonfly chief announced. “It is time I settled affairs in the Hearthwood forest once and for all. You shall pay for your crimes.”

Yulli blinked. “Oh? And what crimes do you speak of?”

“Stirring insurrection in the territory of the Crimson Dragon clan. This land belongs to my clan, and those cultivators you slew were subjects of the Crimson Dragon clan, even if they hadn’t bent the knee yet.”

“As far as I was aware, the Crimson Dragonfly tribe was classified as a tribe. You don’t have the right to govern anything beyond your tribes own holdings.”

The Crimson Dragonfly chief shook her head. “That is no longer the case. We have made suitable offerings to the kingdom, and the moment we subdue the other tribes in this little forest, our status will rise to that of a clan, under a new name. A trifling dragonfly is no longer a sufficient symbol for us, thus we are now reforming under the new name of the Crimson Dragon clan.”

Yulli shrugged. “I suppose I needed to establish my true abilities in this place sooner or later. Arbiter, please oversea this duel between the two of us.”

The arbiter looked taken aback. She was an agent of the crown, and while she was qualified to oversea legal duels under the authority of the queen, her cultivation base was only at the mage acolyte rank. She was already stretching her authority by overseeing a duel between three mage acolytes and a true mage.

“It would hardly be appropriate for me to oversea a duel between experts of your caliber, honored seniors. I would hardly be able to follow it…” The arbiter protested.

The chief of the Crimson Dragon clan waved her hand, causing a scroll to shoot out from her sleeve into the arbiters’ hands. The arbiter grabbed the scroll, broke the seal, and scanned its contents.

When she was finished reading, her face paled and anxiety was apparent on her face, but she nodded in affirmation. The duel would occur right here and now.

Yulli glanced suspiciously at the arbiter, but her gaze quickly turned to her opponent and she sank into a ready position.

The members of the three defeated tribes had looks on their faces ranging from glee to confusion, and all of them hurried off the field the moment they had bottled their kinsman’s souls.

“This battle shall be between Yulli of the Songstone clan and Red Serpent of the Crimson Dragon clan! Begin! As this is a battle between Matriarchs, the fate of their clans hangs in the balance.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

 

 

Yulli was acting entirely different for this fight than she did moments ago. There was a tenseness that set her lithe form ridged. It was obvious by comparing this version of her to how she acted moments ago that the previous fight was nothing but a joke compared to her attitude now.

	Matriarch Red Serpent responded in a similar fashion. I was curious to see what exactly the secret magic of the Crimson Dragonfly tribe was.

	Yulli struck first, wielding fire magic in one hand like a fist strike. It was the same move I’d seen her use to overwhelm Gurthari in one blow. This time however, the primary strike was merely a distraction.

Fire zeal blasted out in a cylinder of fire, completely concealing Matriarch Red Serpent. Yulli shot a gout of flame out from her leg, letting her change direction in midair where she landed in another location behind her opponent, where she fired off a smaller, more condensed beam of fire zeal.

The fire faded away, revealing Matriarch Red Serpent, who was holding a bracelet up in front of her, completely unharmed. A golden glow emanated from the bracelet, forming a dome around her. The way the surface of the item glimmered as the last tinges of Yulli’s flames curled around it I realized that it was some sort shield.

	

Aegis of Flame Shielding (Wizard).

This item will completely protect the wielder from direct fire zeal attacks below it’s level and reduce the impact of fire zeal at ranks at or above its rank.

 

Yulli cursed. “How did a backwoods cultivator tribe manage to get their hands on a wizard level protective treasure?”

This was bad. Yulli’s primary method of attack was fire zeal. I’d never seen any mentions of the wizard level before, but from Yulli’s reaction I guessed it was something even above the true mage levels.

“I have friends in high places.” Matriarch Red Serpent replied.

“So that’s the secret behind the Crimson Dragonfly’s recent expansion? You sold yourselves out to some powerful backers?” Yulli taunted.

Matriarch Red Serpent didn’t take that well. Her face changed into a snarl, and she reached behind her. From a pouch at her side she drew an entire spear. Space warped around the opening of the bag, allowing a two-meter spear to fit into something no bigger than a purse.

A bag of holding!

Red Serpent lashed out with her spear, thrusting overhead in a powerful blow directed at Yulli’s heart. The speed was powered by the full strength of the Wizard level, and I was barely able to follow the point along its trajectory directly towards Yulli’s heart.

A moment before it landed, Yulli reached around behind her into a pouch of her own. I’d never taken note of it before, but now that I was examining it I realized it was nearly identical to the bag Matriarch Red Serpent had strapped to her waist.

From her own bag of holding, Yulli drew a fiery red sword. In one swing she drew it and bated Red Serpent’s spear to the side.

“You’re not the only one with a powerful weapon!”

Yulli dove towards her opponent. Matriarch Red Serpent tried to pull back to put Yulli at range again but she was too slow. Now that she was inside of Matriarch Red Serpent’s guard, the spear would be of little use. If Yulli landed a deadly slash here, the fight might be over like that.

Just when it seemed that Yulli would land a blow, a pendant around Red Serpent’s neck glittered. A burst of light shot out of it and a stone sphere materialized in the air, crashing into Yulli’s sword and deflecting it away from her. Soon, dozens of stone spheres surrounded Red Serpent, orbiting her like tiny planets.

 

Guardian Clay Pendant (Wizard)

This pendant generates shapeable clay constructs that can be manipulated for defensive purposes.

 

Yulli fell back just in the nick of time. Red Serpent cast aside her spear, which appeared to have no special properties, and replaced it with something far superior. This spear was the same in size and shape to her normal one, but that was where the similarities ended.

Around the shaft where glowing lines, shaped like coiling dragons wrapped around the shaft. There was a blue dragon and a red dragon, and the jaws of each were wrapped around a deadly point of dark gray metal.

 

Iron Spear of the Ancestor Dragon (Wizard)

This spear contains the power of two wizard-level dragons who were killed and had their souls imprisoned in the spear. It is tipped with iron, which is cursed to be especially effective in slaying elves.

 

If Yulli had been a moment slower, she would have been skewered on that spear tip. I’d seen what iron did to elves, and while I’d only ever used it on zeal accumulation-level elves, it still had a powerful effect. I had no doubt that that thing was very lethal.

“How many wizard-level treasures do you have?” Yulli exclaimed, a bit of worry on her face. She knew she was the better fighter, but she hadn’t expected there to be such a gap in equipment between the two of them.

“More than you can endure.” Matriarch Red Serpent said coolly. She bit her thumb, causing deep crimson blood spill out, which she smeared on the back of the spear, causing it to glow with a deadly light. Wings sprouted on her back, glowing a deep crimson red. When Red Serpent took a step afterimages shimmered around her as the wings shot her through the air at high speed.

Yulli was forced backwards in a defensive stance. Red Serpent hovered in midair, swooping down to strike like a hawk with its eyes on a defiant rabbit.

Yulli was on the defensive now. She couldn’t strike from a distance because of Red Serpent’s fire-repelling shield, so she could only battle with her sword. Except to fight with her sword, she would have to make direct contact with her weapon. That wasn’t possible with Matriarch Red Serpent hovering out of reach.

“Coward.” Yulli cursed. “Fight toe to toe!”

“Is wealth not another type of strength? You have your skill with a sword and fire zeal, my clan has its blood zeal and wealth.”

	“My clan had files on your people. You were a minor tribe of insignificant importance. The Crimson Dragonfly tribe had no wealth to speak of and was bound to be destroyed by the Claw Tamer tribe sooner or later.”

	“As I said, we have friends in high places.” Red Serpent grinned. “I’ll give you a hint to whom.”

Red Serpent’s body flickered as a set of plate armor came into existence around her, covering her head to toe. It was gold and silver, more in common with Yulli’s color theme than the crimson colors that Red Serpent wore. It clashed with the color of her clothes and blood-red hair.

	

Songstone Elder Armor

This armor is produced in the Songstone mines, controlled exclusively by the clan of the same name. It offers great protection but serves primarily as a symbol of status for the elders of their clan. It is forbidden for outsiders to wear it. The Songstone clan will kill anyone caught doing so to maintain their honor. After the Songstone clan’s fall, these sets of armor were looted by the conquerors.

	

Yulli’s eyes went wide and furious. I could feel many of the former Songstone clan members react with rising rage.

“You!” Yulli snarled. “You teamed up with them!”

“That’s right. Our backers are the Sakaku clan. Your Songstone clan couldn’t fight them when you were at full strength. And you think you can oppose me with that rag-tag band of survivors? I think not. My friends at in the Sakaku clan told me to finish you off, and so I shall.”

I sensed the hatred flowing off the former Songstone clan members. I cupped my hands around my mouth and shouted.

“Don’t you mean your masters in the Sakaku clan?”

Red Serpent’s gaze turned on me, a dark look in her eyes. But at the same time, the former Songstone clan members looked at me with admiration and loyalty. Their opinion of me had increased as I struck a verbal blow.

Yulli sensed my train of thought. “Don’t fool yourself, snake. The Sakaku clan has masters of its own. Masters who will use you up and spit you out.”

Red Serpents eyes scanned me up and down, examining me down to the core. I resisted the urge to flinch.

She turned back to Yulli. “You need to control your subordinates. Not that you’ll have the chance too now. After this they’ll be slaves to the newly formed Crimson Dragon clan.”

Things were not looking good. Yulli was on the defensive, and the first blow was soon struck on her left side. Blood shot out of her wounded limb and was siphoned through the air to swirl into a sphere in Red Serpent’s hand.

The swirling pool of blood formed into a stream that flooded into the dragon-spear. The spear glowed brighter, and the next time it struck Yulli barely had the strength to parry it.

Red Serpent struck at Yulli’s exposed back while she was still recovering from the first blow. Yulli cried out, as the iron tip of the spear poked out from her stomach.

Her skin started turning gray as crimson light pulsed into the iron tip of the spear.

Red Serpent planted her foot against Yulli’s back as her sword fell from her hands. She contemptuously kicked at Yulli’s back and pulled her spear out. Yulli staggered backwards for several steps. Then Red Serpent twirled the spear like a blade and severed Yulli’s head. She spit on the ground and kicked Yulli’s body in my direction. Before my eyes it started rapidly turning to dust, until it faded, leaving a glowing, golden yellow elf soul floating in the air. It was far larger than the mage acolyte level souls I’d seen before, but it was equally unmoving.

To see someone so strong get cut down so easily… I took a deep breath to steady my nerves.

I may have made a major miscalculation.

“T-the match is finished. Matriarch Red Serpent is the victor.” The Arbiter announced in a shaking voice. She had been calm and steady when mage acolytes were getting cut down, but to see a true mage level expert die had left her shaken. “The kin of the deceased may now collect the soul of their fallen.”

“No.” Matriarch Red Serpent interrupted. She picked up Yulli’s bag of holding, examining its contents for a moment before pulling out a soul jar. She popped open the lid and sucked Yulli’s soul inside.

“Matriarch Red Serpent… it’s tradition that the kin of those defeated in a duel are permitted their relatives belongings and soul, so that they have the option for a resurrection…”

“I am a relative of the deceased Matriarch Yulli now. The Crimson Dragon Clan reigns supreme over this forest. Henceforth, the Hearthwood forest shall be renamed the Crimson Dragon Forrest, and all tribes and cultivators that live within its bounds are subject to my rule.”

“But that…” The arbiter tried to argue, but Red Serpent’s gaze was directed at the scroll in the arbiter’s hand. The arbiter gulped and nodded. “Yes, Matriarch Red Serpent.”

“Then I assume I hold the rights bestowed on clan matriarchs by the queen?”

The arbiter took a deep breath and nodded. “In the name of the queen, all elves of the Hearthwood forest are now the subjects of Matriarch Red Serpent and the Crimson Dragon Clan! Kneel before the power granted by the queen!”

Every elf in the vicinity not from the Crimson Dragon clan was forced to their knees by a supernatural force. For those who weren’t mage acolytes, their foreheads where pulled to the ground where they lay in supplication.

For me, I felt nothing. The magic must target something about elves. Despite that, seeing what was happening to those around me I thought it best to play along. I took a knee, though I kept my eyes level, scanning the faces of those in the other clans. Some were calm, but most were furious.

I closed my eyes, feeling the beginnings of a plan spark in my mind.

“Honored Matriarch,” I began. “I would consider it a personal favor if you could give the soul of our former Matriarch to me.”

Red Serpent clicked her tongue. At first, she seemed like she was going to lash out at me on instinct, but she held herself back.

“Don’t think I’ve forgotten you after two breaths of time. You’ve got quite the mouth on you. A pity the Hidden Serpent tribe wasn’t able to capture you first. I can think of better uses for that mouth of yours than what you seem to use it for.”

If there was ever a time to be a man-whore, now was it. “A personal favor.” I promised the matriarch. “Anything you want.”

“I could build a harem of male elves, each with a higher cultivation base than you. But still, you caught my attention with your boldness.” Red Serpent tossed Yulli’s soul jar into my waiting grasp. The way her eyes lingered on me made me suspect that she was bluffing. From what I’d seen thus far, a chaka was a rare prize for any elf clan. “Even if you manage to restore her, she’ll have to build her cultivation base back up, and I doubt she’ll have the talent to do so without the resources of the Songstone clan.”

“Many thanks.” I replied slowly, not trusting myself to keep my tone neutral if I used too many words.

Red Serpent licked her lips. “I’m going to call in that favor soon as things settle down. Enjoy the next few days while you can…”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY

 

 

The next week in Queenshold was unpleasant, to say the least. The Crimson Dragon clan wasted no time displaying their superiority over the local tribes of elves. As the rulers of this region, tributes went through them, with the Crimson Dragon clan skimming their portion before sending the rest off to the queen. Because of this, they demanded much of the tribute in spellhearts. Not only that, but the amount they demanded in tribute went up fivefold. None of the tribes had prepared so much to offer directly to the queen, so assets had to be rapidly liquidated at rock-bottom prices… only to be bought up by the only tribe that had low-grade spellhearts in abundance, the Crimson Dragon clan. I had been planning on using all those spellhearts to enhance the spellhearts of clan members, so it was especially painful to give them up.

With Yulli dead, we’d been forced to abandon the name of the Songstone clan a second time. Especially since having a rival organization calling themselves another clan is what drew the animosity of the Crimson Dragon clan in the first place.

So, we went back to being called the Hearthwood tribe. The Crimson Dragon clan elves weren’t happy about that but since Matriarch Red Serpent had rechristened the forest under the name Crimson Dragon Forest, it wasn’t like we were insinuating to be the owners of the whole region anymore.

Out of all the tribes in the area, the Hearthwood tribe was the only organization that met the new increased tribute quotas, and even then only because we had lots of wealth that had been hauled off by the survivors from the Songstone clan. It wasn’t sustainable though. We could have used those resources to for centuries of tributes to the queen, but under the Crimson Dragon clan they likely would last a few decades at most.

If we could be considered to be having it rough, this development was downright devastating to the other tribes. The Waterbeetle tribe was immediately forced to yield their exclusivity on the dungeon entrance they possessed, which I’d since learned was connected to that place where I’d found the blue beetles. And to Mac.

The Ironwood tribe now had a fixed quota of Ironwood tools and weapons that needed to be produced. I wasn’t sure how hard it was to produce ironwood, but based on their constant grumbling, their quota seemed to be high.

The Myriad Hues of Flame tribe had it worst of all. They tried to evacuate their whole tribe from the Hearthwood forest, but the Crimson Dragon clan caught onto their plan. Now, members of the Crimson Dragon clan were present in large numbers in the heart of their tribe, observing their secret magics and reporting on every move the tribe members made.

When Crimson Dragon clan members weren’t available, it was usually members of the Hidden Serpent tribe who did the dirty work. They were the purple-haired elves who’d attacked me not long after arriving in this world. Their leadership didn’t like me much because I killed one of their males, which was why I was concerned when somebody high in their command structure asked me to meet with them.

“Theo of the Hearthwood tribe? My mistress has ordered me to escort you to the tent of the young chieftain.” A slim, purple-haired elf said after having brushed open the flap to my tent without warning. I suppose that unannounced intrusions were commonplace in her clan, seeing how her tribe favored midnight assassinations over open conflict.

I instructed Yorik and Illiel to follow me at a distance before I left. Illiel had been teaching Yorik some finer tricks to mind magic, and now they were both capable to casting a ‘don’t notice me’ shroud. I’d even gotten the hang of the trick myself, though it wasn’t as useful as I’d hoped. Sava tagged along, though she kept herself well back and watched with the corners of her eyes. I was glad for that, since she lacked the mind magic to follow closely.

She took me to a large tent in the colors of the Hidden Serpents tribe. As I would have suspected from a tribe of wannabe ninjas, they had situated themselves in a rather out-of-the-way area, almost hidden from the rest of Queenshold, half shrouded in darkness and quietly supporting the Crimson Dragon clan.

Inside the tent was a smaller elf that seemed familiar. She was a smaller elf with purple hair, but most Hidden Serpent tribe elves were small purple haired women.

The elf absently rubbed her stomach, as if feeling for an old wound. That’s when it clicked with me. This was the elves I disemboweled when I first arrived in this world. She’d been one of the three purple-haired elves who came after me. So, her friend managed to save her life after all.

I was worried that she was justifiably upset about me shoving a piece of cold iron into her stomach, but she smiled when she saw me and dismissed her subordinate, who hesitantly went to stand outside the tent.

“Hello, Theo. I’ve heard a lot about you recently. They say you’ve taken over leadership of the Songstone… Riverweed? Hearthwood tribe? You know, you should consider changing names less often.”

“Hearthwood tribe nowadays. If it were up to me that would be the one we’d stick with for good. And I don’t really claim to have taken over the leadership position. Honestly, it’s Nela Songstone who’s doing most of the work as acting clan leader. With the support of some of the mage acolytes of course.”

“Yes, so I’ve heard, but you have no small amount of influence as well. Oh, forgive me, I know your name, but I never introduced myself. My name is Eltiana Violet, and thank you for sparing my life.” Eltiana curtsied. It maintained all the elegance expected of such an act, but with Eltiana there was a hidden undercurrent to it. Like a viper poised to strike at any moment.

“Don’t worry about it. I’m sorry about the guy you had with you. I would have spared him too if I could have.”

Eltiana waved her hand. “I understand. While his death was a sad loss to our tribe, we recovered his soul and he can be reincarnated in time. I know it is the nature of males to vie for dominance with each other.”

“Right. Reincarnation.” Sava had told me that was what the elf souls were used for. That if we left them to their own devices, they’d float about collecting zeal until they formed a new body, allowing the elf to be reborn. If they accomplished this quickly enough, they might even keep some of their old memories.

“That’s actually what I need your help with. Natural reincarnation is we expend valuable treasures to enhance the process. All such treasures have been seized as assets of the Crimson Dragon clan. My Hidden Serpent’s tribe is often employed as spies and assassins. We are popular for hire even beyond this forest. We’ve since uncovered many secret techniques, one of which is a technique that allows for accelerated and improved rebirth for recently deceased clan members.”

“The Matriarch Red Serpent took the last portion of her name from our tribe name, the Hidden Serpent’s tribe. That’s because she was originally one of us. She was born from a male from the Crimson Dragonfly tribe though, and when she had a falling out with her sister, the previous Hidden Serpent’s chief, she left us for the Crimson Dragonfly tribe. That chief was my mother, and one of the first things my aunt, Red Serpent, did when she ascended to the true mage realm was to return to the Hidden Serpents tribe and slay my mother. Ever since then Red Serpent has elevated elves in my tribe based on utter subservience to her, allowing the Crimson Dragon clan to control us like a clan of servants, thanks to my aunt raising up a few individuals loyal to her into key leadership positions.”

“I see. So you’re representing a faction that doesn’t support the Crimson Dragon clan. What do you need from me?”

“Well, the secret reincarnation ritual technique that my clan possesses requires one item in particular. A male from beyond The Thousand Worlds. In other words, a chaka.”

I blinked. “How did you know about —”

“We’re spies and assassins, Theo.” Eltiana leaned in close. “And ever since our little fight I’ve taken a great deal of interest in you. So what do you say? Will you be my mother’s new father?”

“Done. On the condition that you share the magical technique with me, in its entirety, leaving nothing out. I can think of a few uses for it. Oh, and one more thing.”

Eltiana quirked an eyebrow.

“No calling me gramps.”

 

***

 

I still had the bottle of alcohol modified with mind magic. I’d originally designed it with using it on Yulli in mind, but now there was another true mage level elf on my list.

“It should work…” Illiel said hesitantly. “It’s no more absurd than your previous plan, though it’s more dangerous for you.”

“Risks have to be taken.” I argued. We hammered out the mechanics of the mind magic spell.

If all worked well, I’d be able to trap Red Serpent in an illusion long enough that I’d be able to finish her with my secret weapon. Normally, there were precious few ways someone at the zeal accumulation levels could slay a true mage, but one of them was with cold iron. If you could get it.

Fortunately, Sava pulled my little scrap of a broken sword out of the river with me. It had been sitting in a crate ever since she rescued me, but after my last trip to Queenshold I brought it along. Perhaps I could turn it into a spear tip with time and attach it to an ironwood shaft so Sava or one of the other elves could wield it. This could be my secret weapon, or the secret weapon for an entire clan if I could make more of them. Considering how toxic iron was to elves, it was no wonder they never developed a process to smelt it into metallic form. But I knew how and given time I could outfit an entire clan with iron weaponry.

Perhaps iron would give my rebellion the advantage we needed to take down the Crimson Dragon clan. For now though, I couldn’t dream of the elaborate process of smelting iron. I tucked the sharpened shard of iron into the pocket of my tunic, adjusting it so I wouldn’t get cut on the sharp edge.

While Illiel and me worked on our plan to deal with Red Serpent, Sava made contact with the Ironwood, Waterbeetle, and Myriad Hues of Flame tribes. They wouldn’t meet with Nela, but Sava had more of the Riverweed tribe to her than Songstone clan. The other tribes would see a Riverweed survivor as someone closer to kin than talking with Nela or another golden-haired Songstone clan member. Yulli’s actions hadn’t endeared them to the Songstone clan.

My plan would put that behind us. It was dawning on them that the Crimson Dragon clan didn’t intend to absorb them into their ranks like they did with the Claw Tamer tribe. Nor even make them into vassal tribes like the Hidden Serpent’s tribe. They were to be brute labor, meant to gather resources and pay tribute. And eventually the Crimson Dragon clan would grow in numbers to match their newfound wealth and status. When that happened, they’d be pushed out of the Hearthwood forest, enslaved, or exterminated.

There were more than a few green-haired Riverweed tribe elves bound in collars and chains to serve as an example as they scrubbed clothes, dug trenches, and carried pitchers of water in service to the Crimson Dragon tribe. Sava seemed to wince every time she saw a familiar face, dirty and unkempt, shuffling along with a device locked around their necks that saw them obey orders or face magically induced pain.

Beyond all the other factors, I think this is what drove the three other tribes to meet with me in secret.

Bit by bit, our rebellion was taking shape.

 

***

 

Eventually, the time came to meet up with Eltiana again. She’d made preparations for the ritual in a secluded location. And by secluded location, she meant Grotkin’s shop.

“So, how much did they pay you for this?” I asked the hobgoblin.

“Ha! A pretty penny, I can tell you that. But I’ve got wards up. Hobgoblin wards from back home. I don’t care if this Red Serpent’s a true mage or whatever, our shamans can make talismans that will keep your little orgy here quiet and undisturbed.”

That’s when Eltiana explained what exactly the ritual entailed. As Grotkin’s aptly put it, it was essentially an orgy. Though, lucky for my personal tastes, I’d be the only male taking part.

There were ritual diagrams on the floor, with the soul jars of Yulli and the three slain clan chiefs on the ground, along with the Hidden Serpent soul from the male elf I’d killed when I first arrived in this world. Eltiana had arranged all of them in a pentagram around us.

There was somebody there to represent each of the tribes of the Hearthwood, not counting the Crimson Dragon tribe. Eltiana was there representing the Hidden Serpents tribe, Sava was there to keep watch and glare at me.

One by one, the representatives of the various tribes invited to our secret little meeting arrived.

Eltiana had already arrived, but I hadn’t realized that she would participate herself until she started stripping down. The purple-haired elf was small but toned with defined muscles on her arms, legs, and stomach. On the last of those, there was a large red mark surrounding a scar, and I knew that’s where I’d stabbed her. It had mostly faded by now, but even elvish regeneration capabilities weren’t enough to remove evidence of a near-fatal blow like that.

The next to arrive was Arwena, hooded figure with the brownish gray hair of the Ironwood tribe. I took a while to remember where I’d seen her before. She was the woman clinging to chief Antgut before Yulli killed the former chief. Sure enough, Arwena was clutching a soul jar to her bosom, guarding it jealously.

“I may be a fool for coming here.” Arwena remarked “But if you can revive my love, then my pride and safety are worthy prices to pay.”

Then she too disrobed. She looked older, which was rare for an elf. Until now, virtually all of them seemed to be somewhere between twenty and thirty-five. Arwena, where she a human, would have been considered a very fit and shapely woman in her forties. Which for an elf probably meant she was somewhere in the hundreds. The greater the cultivation base, the longer the lifespan, so it was always difficult to tell. I wondered if the same would be true for me.

Though she was older, with some gray hairs mixing in with her brown, she still had all the assets of youth. Her breasts were far bigger than any of the elves I’d been with thus far, and her lips were a bit fuller too. She had a hint of suspicion in her features too, but also a hint of desire.

The next to arrive was Assyrus. She was the genius protege of Chief Wisdom. A young, blueish-purple haired elf with fire in her eyes. She walked into the room and forcefully tugged her top off, glaring daggers at me and Sava the whole time.

“You’d better be able to do as you promised.” She said anxiously.

“This ritual has been performed successfully in our clan’s records. Unfortunately, Theo here is the only male of suitable attributes in the Hearthwood. Theo’s the only male capable of producing the necessary life zeal.”

“So you say.” Assyrus replied. She turned to me. “You’d better be able to perform.”

“Gee, it’s hard to get it up under pressure, you know.”

Soon after, Melise arrived, face red but with a lusty smile on her lips. She knew Yulli the best, and would be the one to nurture her soul. I’d spoken to her about what we talked about in her dream, and she was happy about our new arrangements.

The last elf was an unfamiliar face. She bore the signature orange-yellow hair from the Myriad Hues of flame tribe though and claimed to be the sister of Chief Condor.

“All right, the records say the first part of the ritual is to bind the souls of the fallen with the blood of those who knew them. Each of you knew one of the dead chiefs well, or are closely related to them.”

“Open the soul just a crack, and prick your skin with this needle here. Careful, this is no ordinary needle. As a mystic treasure of the true mage rankings, it is powerful. It channels thoughts and memories from your mind into your blood. If you don’t pull away, it will drain you dry.”

 

	Blood-Memory Needle (True Mage)

	This needle was crafted by the previous inhabitants of the Hearthwood forest, who have long since vanished to time. It is one of the many artifacts by the Hidden Serpent’s tribe. When it touches living flesh, it draws both blood and memories out into the open.

 

Eltiana passed the needle to Assyrus, just to her left. The needle took the form of a shard of white bone engraved with a series of twisting, ancient-looking script. The letters glowed faintly, and I realized I could sense the touch of mind magic coming from them.

Assyrus pricked her finger with the bone needle and winced. Her skin turned gray where she had been poked. The needle must have had some iron in it. The color quickly returned though, and she passed the needle on to Arwena, who did the same.

Soon, every elf carrying a jar had pricked themselves with the needle. The orange haired Myriad Hues of flame tribe elf passed the needle to me, and I poked myself in the arm with it. For the others, their skin had grayed and a drop of deep crimson blood accumulated the needle, to be tapped off into the jar. For me it was different though.

As the bone needle pierced my skin, the glowing runes changed color from a light blue to a deep crimson red.

It was just a tiny pinprick, and yet blood poured from the open wound until it covered the needle completely, turning it a deep crimson color. I quickly pulled it away from my skin to stop the flow of blood out of the tiny hole in my arm.

“Was it supposed to do that?” I said with a touch of accusation in my voice at Eltiana.

	“Sorry, I should have warned you. I didn’t think it would be as severe as that. The cost in life zeal is high, which is why this ritual isn’t common. Most tribes just wait for the souls to hang around long enough to be reincarnated naturally. This is actually a simplified version of a wizard-level ritual. Though from what Sava told me, a chaka like you can sustain massive life zeal drainage. That’s the only reason we’re able to do this.”

“Thrilling. In the future, I’d like to be notified when I’m going to be drained of life zeal.”

Eltiana shrugged. “All right, you’re about to be drained of life zeal. Consider yourself notified.”

 

***

 

The new girls were nervous to strip in front of me, but Sava and Illiel led by example. They had their clothes off in a flash and immediately rushed to help me with mine. Illiel kissed my cheek while Sava unlatched my belt. She’d had the most practice with the unfamiliar latching mechanism and had since figured out how to take if off with just a few swift tugs.

My pants dropped as Illiel broke her kiss with me so I could pull my shirt off. The moment the thin piece of fabric was out of the way, our kissing resumed. Melise joined in from behind, caressing my back.

No bed would have been big enough for all of us, but somebody had thought ahead and swept the room before laying blankets and pillows all over the floor to make things as comfortable as possible, along with a variety of unusually shaped chairs and furniture. Any scrap of floor space that didn’t have pentagrams, symbols, or burning candles had been made comfortable enough to fuck on.

Sava and Illiel met each other’s eyes, as if competing for who would go first. They both dropped to their knees at the same time, licking and kissing at my rapidly hardening cock.

Illiel kissed the tip, first wetting it with her tongue before wrapping her lips around it. Her cheeks turned hollow as she sucked on my head, teasing the underside with her flickering tongue.

Meanwhile, Sava ran her carefully trained tongue up and down the side of my shaft. She wet the entire length with her saliva, eventually reaching my balls. She flicked at them, wrapping them in her warm and wet tongue.

Illiel sucked while Sava licked, and the stimulation quickly brought me to peak hardness. Meanwhile, I was greeted by the breathtaking scene of all the other attractive elves anxiously disrobing.

Eltiana was the most confident of the lot after Sava and Illiel. She caught my gaze and tore through her outer garments, letting strips of frayed cloth fall to the floor. With her underclothes, she was more sensual, slowly shimmying out of her panties and undoing her chest wrap slowly and sensually. She tossed her purple hair with a motion that was perfect and fluid, allowing me the perfect glimpse of her bare neck and chest.

Arwena was the second to disrobe. She was an older and more experienced elf, so it made sense she would have less hesitation than the others.

The unknown orange-yellow haired elf from the Myriad Hues of Flame tribe disrobed in a sensual dance that reminded me of a flickering flame. Her hair waved back and forth like it had a life of its own. Light traveled up her silky smooth skin as she swayed back and forth like a candle in a light breeze.

The final elf, Assyrus of the Waterbeetle tribe, was just as beautiful as the others, but in a much more muscular way. The Waterbeetle elves were frontline fighters with intimidating strength and strong defenses. Assyrus displayed that in full, approaching my own height and having musculature that would have intimidated me before coming to this world. In one brisk motion she tore the clothes right from her body. She didn’t flinch or break eye contact with me as she did so. In any other circumstances, I would have assumed she was squaring up for a fistfight.

Uncertain step by uncertain step, our circle grew closer. Eltiana reached out her hands, and one by one we formed a circle. We stepped closer, tracing the edges of the ritual diagram painted on the floor. When the circle closed tighter, Eltiana and Sava released my hands and pushed me into the center, joining up again to complete the circle.

I felt a strange sensation deep in my loins as the girls circled me, staring and prying.

“What now?” I whispered.

Eltiana pointed at the goblet in the center of the room.

“That goblet contains all our united life-energies. Breathe it, and our bloodlines will be bound through you.”

I picked up the goblet which was filled with a misty white substance. More gas than liquid. As soon as I touched the cup, the gas floated out like a thick strand of smoke. I breathed deeply and the smoke eagerly filled my lungs.

I felt many sensations at that moment. The strength and hardness of a Waterbeetle. The caress of a flame. The sting of a serpent’s fangs. The pride of an Ironwood tree. The lifeforce of river grass. The golden light of the sun. The power of thought. All these different zeals, each representing a different elf.

As I concentrated on each feeling, I found I could dredge out images. Flashes of memory. Fighting in a cave. Standing with a motherly figure. Finding a plant in the forest. Looking down from the ramparts of a golden fortress. Without words or concrete thoughts, I suddenly felt I understood each of these girls on an instinctual level.

“Be one with us, Theo. Be the binding that unites us all together.” Eltiana instructed.

I breathed slowly in and out. “I feel you all. I am ready.”

Hands touched me then, from all directions. Soon I was lost in a sea of blushing faces and moaning voices, and I knew I would have to push myself harder than I ever had before to satisfy every elf here.

I steeled my nerves and set myself to the task before me.

“Oooh!”

“Ahh!”

“Harder!”

“Faster!”

“Yessss!”

Through flickering candlelight and lust-filled moans, I contended with the beautiful elves before me. I thrust and kissed with all my might, tossing an exhausted elf to the side to recover in the arms of her fellows while the next one prepared to ride my cock. There was no reprieve for me. I had to pull out every trick I had learned in recent days to last as long as I did, and even then we had to stop for me to recover every few elves.

The girls were not idle while waiting for me. Soft hands roamed over flawless elfin flesh, massaging, squeezing, touching, licking. Apparently, elves had no taboos against homosexuality. Each of the girls fully welcomed the touch of their companions and seemed to enjoy their time with each other almost as much as they enjoyed their time with me.

We brought inscribed soul jars out one by one, each of them containing a wisp made of dim, flickering light. The souls of elves waiting to be reborn, and the true purpose of this ritual.

As the night wore on life zeal accumulated in vast quantities, which the tiny wisps soaked up like sponges rung far dry. They soaked and soaked it up until they glowed bright and vibrant in their respective colors.

“Now the difficult part. Pure life zeal will only do so much. If we truly want our old chieftains to be reborn, we must do just that. Give them a chance to be reborn.” Eltiana explained.

“How do we go about doing that?” I asked.

“It’s simple. You must finish in each of us that plans to sire one of the clan chieftains. As you do, another will force the wisp we will bare into our flesh through our abdomens. From there, an egg will develop around them, to be laid in a few days.”

“Let’s steer away from our own bloodlines. I know that I for one I have no desire to be my older sister’s mother.” Nela supplied.

There were some sounds of agreement, and we passed wisps around until everyone had a wisp belonging to an unrelated tribe. Some elves were reluctant to hand over the spirit of their loved ones to the care of another, but we were all in this together. Melise even agreed to be the mother of Antgut, the Ironwood chieftain, which Arwena was grateful for. She claimed she was too old to lay an egg reliably and wanted to leave this task to the younger elves.

I couldn’t help but think this was for the best. By mixing the bloodlines of each of the tribal chiefs, we could reduce any internal resentment. It would be very difficult to resolve tensions if these wisps kept memories of being killed by Yulli.

Melise was the most eager to try, and the first to go.

“You sure you’re ready for this?” I asked.

Eltiana glanced at her. “Just let us know if it hurts, even for a moment.”

“I’m ready, do it!” Melise said, the firmest thing I’d ever heard from her.

“Okay, here I go!”

I resumed my previous actions, tracing my hands up and down her body as I kissed down her neck and pecked at the elf’s exposed and luscious breasts. I gave Eltiana the signal once I was ready, and she began the processing fusing the wisp with her.

“Oooh!” Melise shuddered. I stopped immediately.

“What’s wrong? Pain?”

“No… it just tickles.” Melise giggled, then shook herself.

Eltiana breathed a sigh of relief. “Then the ritual works as promised. Good. Who’s next?”

One by one, the elves stepped up to bat. Nobody was shy as after everything we had already done to generate the life zeal to power this ritual.

“My sister really owes me for this one.” Nela grumbled.

“Don’t you mean she owes me, Nela?” The orange-yellow haired elf from the Myriad Hues of Flame tribe said with a laugh. She was the one who had fused with Yulli’s wisp.

Everyone had gotten to know each other well during this ritual. It was like a magical bond was being formed. If I hadn’t seen them before, I would have thought this was a big group of childhood friends, not important individuals from rival tribes competing for dominance.

Our ritual didn’t end until light was breaking over the horizon, and by then I was so exhausted and worn out I didn’t think I would ever wake up. Worse, I was chafing in the most uncomfortable of places from all the friction the previous night. Hopefully that would heal fast.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

 

 

A day later, just as I was recovering from the previous day’s escapades, I got a message from Red Serpent, matriarch of the Crimson Dragon clan,  calling in the favor I owed her. And by message, I mean two heavily armed Crimson Dragon clan goons.

	“Ladies, there’s really no need for this.” I say to the two oversized elves. They had the look of the Waterbeetle tribe on them, but their hair was as blood red as I expected from elves of the Crimson Dragon clan. Perhaps they were converts? Or Waterbeetle elves killed and then reincarnated into the Crimson Dragon clan?

“Matriarch Crimson Dragon orders your presence in her tent.” One of large elves said.

“So she’s calling in that favor? Very well. Lead the way!” I walked out at high speed, leaving the two large elves hurrying to catch up. I looked back. “Ah, see that bottle of alcohol on my bed rest there? Grab it for me. It’s rude to not bring a gift when visiting someone as august as Matriarch Crimson Dragon.”

One of the large elves ducked through my room and snatched the bottle I pointed to before hustling over to get in front of me and lead the way.

We wandered through the large encampment. Things had transformed over the last few days. Like a tentacled monster, the Crimson Dragon clan had spread tendrils further and further throughout Queenshold and away from their main encampment. Red Serpent must have spread out her subordinates to exert her new authority.

Before long, we made our way to an imposing tent, behind which there was a large construction site. Elves from the Ironwood tribe were working with a dozen saplings waving spellhearts and encouraging them to grow in a winding pattern. Based on the scale of the construction, it looked like they were building a mansion. Matriarch Crimson Dragon must have been planning on moving into a more permanent residence in Queenshold.

My eyes darted left and right, trying to glimpse Illiel or Yorik. I couldn’t spot the former, but I saw a shadow of the latter darting behind a building. Good, they’d seen what was going on and were following, just as planned.

Just to the side of the construction site, there was an ornate tent dried crimson red, with a large golden dragon woven into the side. This was no worker’s hut. The tent was far too luxurious to belong to anyone besides Matriarch Red Serpent herself. The large elf carrying the alcohol bottle confirmed my suspicions when she cleared her throat before the flap leading into the tent.

“Spear captain Brigila, reporting with Theo of the Riverweed tribe, as ordered.” The large elf announced, slamming a fist to her chest.

“Enter.” Came a stern and commanding voice.

	Brigila stepped into the tent while the other elf gave me a bump from behind to push me inside.

“Matriarch Crimson Dragon.” Both the elves took a knee as a long-legged female elf came into view. Though she seemed to be half Brigila’s weight, she exuded a powerful pressure only present in those who had reached the true mage ranks. She didn’t look physically imposing, but there was a weight that latched onto my spellhearts like it was trying to pull them to the ground.

I bowed. “Red Serpent, matriarch of the Crimson Dragon clan, I brought a housewarming gift.” I gestured to the bottle of wine Brigila was holding, who presented it while still on one knee.

Red Serpent accepted the bottle and took one look at it. She immediately pulled the cork and took a sniff before making a face and tossing the bottle on the ground behind her. Its contents gurgled out onto the woven reed mat lining the floor.

So much for that plan.

“Now seize him.” Matriarch Crimson Dragon waved her hand dismissively.

My sense of impending doom shot to the forefront of my mind as the two goons who brought me here grabbed hold of my arms. One of the two large elves kicked my feet out from under me, knocking me to the floor. When I tried to stand up, I got a boot to the back, forcing me to my hands and knees. I gazed up at Matriarch Crimson Dragon’s malevolent sneer.

I scrambled for my earth spellheart hung around my neck. I channeled earth magic as quickly as I could, preparing a deadly shaft of hardened dirt that would spring from the earth and skewer these elves holding me back. The spell never took shape though. With a glance, Matriarch Crimson Dragon flooded my spell with her own magic, wiping away the earth zeal in the area with her own fire aspect zeal.

The elf called Brigila roughly grabbed my spellheart, electing to tear it free from my neck instead of pulling it over and off. The tearing of the cheap copper chain bruised my neck as it came off under the big elf’s tremendous strength.

Matriarch Crimson Dragon concentrated, closing her eyes and concentrating on a ring in her hands as she steadied her breathing. Activating the ring seemed to take quite a bit of concentration. After a moment, she placed the ring on her finger and reached out to touch me with it.

Slowly and contemptuously, she brought her hair down to touch my forehead. Her hand felt as cold as ice. When she touched me, I sensed an immense chill, like all the heat was being channeled out of my body into Matriarch Crimson Dragon’s fingertip.

But it was so much more than heat leaving my body. It was zeal! All the zeal I’d worked so hard to obtain and secure was being seeped out of me by the strange technique Matriarch Crimson Dragon was using.

Or maybe not her. I glanced between my eyes as the finger that was sucking my life away and saw the ring she’d just activated had a set of shimmering, shifting runes engraved on it. They weren’t illuminated before; I was sure of that. She must have activated the rings ability just now. Power was flowing from me, through the matriarch’s finger, and into the ring.

“It’s a parasite ring.” Matriarch Crimson Dragon supplied. “Troublesome to keep fed. This one is useless to most elves, since it was built specifically to take the innate zeal of a chaka, such as yourself. You  chaka are special, having come from a place beyond the Thousand Worlds. Many elves would think it a complete waste to discard a chaka simply to empower a parasite ring. I feel that this ring will serve me more faithfully than you ever would though, so this is what I must do. Potentially, there may even be enough power in you for me to reach the next level and become a true mage. Then the Crimson Dragon forest would finally be a place of note!”

As good as it had felt to absorb zeal, it felt far, far worse to lose it. Especially to have it forcibly taken away.

Then got my earth spellheart, and now Matriarch Crimson Dragon thought I was helpless.

But I wasn’t helpless. I still had one trick left up my sleeve. The mind aspect spellheart. I knew I would need it when I came here, though I thought it would merely be an enhanced for enchanted wine. Regardless, I came prepared to cast magic with it and had surreptitiously placed it inside my left sock, touching my ankle. It wasn’t an ideal place to draw power from, but I’d practiced this and knew I could unleash a sudden burst of mind zeal. I’d only get one surprise attack though, so I had to make this blow count.

I rallied all the mind magic I had at my disposal. I pulled on my spellheart so hard I felt more than heard a crack shoot through the middle as the sudden drain strained it beyond its capabilities to sustain. That was a problem for another time. In the back of my mind I hoped that such a sudden draft of mind magic would alert both Illiel and Yorik to my life-or-death plight, but the forefront of my mind was occupied with weaving magic.

I had invested a lot of mind magic into that bottle of alcohol. Though its contents lay splashed against the ground, the magic was still there, and I could draw on it for mind magic. As the mind cultivator who created it, I was intimately familiar with my own thoughts woven into the zeal, and could pull on the liquid instantly.

With a thought, I pulled on that trusting aspect of the mind zeal, drawing it up into action. Red Serpent’s brow furrowed as she continued to drain me of life, but she ignored the strange sensation her magical senses were feeding her. I had been counting on that. Mind zeal was difficult to feel, even to those who had felt its touch before.

	Now!

I struck with every ounce of ferocity I had in my body. The mind magic hit her life a wave. As it washed over her, her mind receded into itself. Her eyes grew distant as a war waged between the inner zeal of her body and the onslaught of mind zeal I was pouring against those defenses.

With all my might, I pushed against her defenses. Maybe, just maybe, if I could hit her hard enough before she rallied herself I could overwhelm and subdue her, despite the gap in magical power between the two of us.

My magic closed in on her, pushing harder and harder. A grin formed at the corners of my strained lips. I was doing it!

And then Red Serpent stopped giving ground. Her defenses sprang into place and the distant look in her eyes faded as they came back into focus on me. Now it was my magic that was being pushed back, and with every passing second I lost ground faster. Red Serpent’s thoughts became clearer and as they did her control over her magic increased.

I had to hang on…

If I could just keep up the fight for a little while longer, Illiel and Yorik would run to my rescue. They’d join in, and together we could all…

Even then, we’d just hold out a little longer before we were all killed.

Just the three of us wouldn’t be enough to overpower the Red Serpent, who was an entire level of cultivation above us. If my conspiracy had had a few more weeks to grow… even now, with so many elves combined we might just barely be able to overwhelm Matriarch Crimson Dragon.

My concentration slipped and Red Serpent knocked me backwards. My magic faltered and began to crumble.

	Illiel and Yorik never came. I felt betrayed, but only for a moment. I hoped they had realized they would only throw their lives away if they ran in to help. I could only pray that they would warn my other companions so they could all flee the campsite together after they got news of my death.

The matriarch of the Crimson Dragon clan pressed her parasite-ringed finger against my forehead. I felt my body growing heavier as the zeal left me. It diminished me, even more so than before I’d ever had a taste of zeal. It felt like the life was leaving every cell in my body. I willed my muscles to move, but they responded slowly, only twitching. My body was heavy. My clothes were heavy.

I felt a weight in the front pocket of my tunic, pressing down on me harder than cloth should. My fingers twitched, reaching slowly for it.

The iron shard. 

It was my only chance. If I could stab Red Serpent with it…

But that would never work. Even had I been healthy and fresh, a true mage’s reflexes were far too fast. She would see my strike long before it landed. My only chance would be a surprise attack, but it was too late for that.

My eyelids drooped until I could only hold them open the tiniest crack. Red Serpent leaned down, preparing to finish me. Something caught the shard of iron in my pocket and my waning strength wasn’t enough to pull it free. Red Serpent noticed the movement and glanced at my fingers in my pocket, preparing to disarm me of my last hope. I braced myself for the cold embrace of death.

But then she stopped, looking behind me. There was the sudden clang of ironwood hitting ironwood, followed by a bloody scream cutoff midway. Somebody was fighting out there.

“Blasted incompetent subordinates. What is it this time?” Red Serpent snarled to herself. She took a long glance at me, deciding whether she should finish me or deal with whatever was coming up. After a moment’s hesitation, she left.

Time passed. It felt like hours, but it must have only been minutes. After far too much effort, I got the shard of iron out of my pocket and palmed it.

Just when I finish, a familiar form scrambled into the room.

“By Fortuna…” Sava gasped. “Theo… are you alive?”

I put all my energy into an affirmative groan.

“The others won't last long.” She put her head under my arm and lifted me. My legs were too weak to walk, but Sava carried me with ease since she had already reached the tenth level of zeal accumulation. Her body was far stronger than ever before.

	“You will make it, Theo. You just have to hang on. After we escape, we can leave the Hearthwood Forest and find somewhere to live… you just have to hang on.” I could feel tears dripping onto my thigh as we moved. Sava was crying. I tried to comfort her by I didn’t have the energy.

Behind us I could hear the sounds of battle. My friends must have struck together to lure Red Serpent away from me long enough for Sava to sneak in and rescue me. It was a good plan, but could my friends hold off a true mage long enough for Sava and me to lose her trail?

The campsite was large, but with Sava’s speed and endurance we made good time. A few Crimson Dragon clan members tried to bar our way, but Sava sent them sprawling to the side with a kick without stopping her sprint for a moment. Before long, we passed the edge of camp and were under tree cover. Sava had to slow as she wove over brambles and jutting roots, stepping carefully to leave no visible signs of our passing.

But then something changed. I couldn’t place it at first, but eventually I realized that the distant and fading sound of fighting had stopped entirely. Sava must have sensed it too, because she sped up. I felt vibrations through the ground, and the rhythmic sounds of a single set of footfalls sprinting across the ground quickly followed. Except these were far too fast. If normal running was a steady drumbeat, this was an engine at full power.

Sava looked behind her, and I saw panic in her eyes. Before she even had the chance to turn around, Red Serpent had caught up to us. She close lined Sava with an outstretched arm, sending my green-haired elf tumbling to the ground, and me with her.

Red Serpent skidded to a stop, leaving deep tracks in the ground and giving off the scent of burnt leather. She must have been moving fast enough that the friction caused her shoes to heat up.

Sava scrambled to my side, withdrawing a potion from her belt. She whipped it at the true mage’s feet, only for the Crimson Dragon matriarch to sidestep with ease. Corrosive acid splashed on the ground, but Red Serpent elegantly avoided getting even a drop on her.

Red Serpent looked down at the two of us with a gaze of utter contempt. With a flick of her foot, she caught Sava under the chin with a casual kick and sent her sprawling on top of me. Then she placed a foot on Sava’s chest, pinning her to the ground.

“How adorable, your girls came to rescue you.” Red Serpent gave me a vicious grin.  “Too bad they were just. Too. Weak!” She punctuated her words by driving her heel into Sava’s lower ribs. I heard her ribs snap as Sava cried out in pain.

She would kill Sava. I could see the intent in her eyes. I had to do something.

“Pathetic.” I wheezed out with the last of my strength.

That caught Red Serpent’s attention.

“You claim to have united the Hearthwood Forest, and yet here you are, fighting against us on your own? You’ll never hold this clan of yours together that way. The moment you turn your back everything will fall apart.”

Red Serpent turned towards me, anger blossoming in her eyes. I must have struck a nerve.

“I am here because I am the strongest. I lead the Crimson Dragon clan — and the Hearthwood Forest because I am the strongest! My powers alone give me enough might to rule.”

“You’ll only ever rule through fear.” I spat. She was coming closer. Almost within arm's reach.

“That’s enough out of you. I think I’ll finish where I left off.” Red Serpent snarled.

She leaned over me, ready to press against my forehead with that same ring-bearing finger. It must have taken some concentration to activate, because just as before she closed her eyes to concentrate and activate the ring.

That was my moment. My one chance. I seized it for all I was worth, with every drop of strength remaining in me, I gripped the iron shard and shoved.

	It felt like trying to hammer a nail into an oak tree at first, but as I contacted the skin just off center of her chest, I felt a sizzle. Like the iron was burning away at Red Serpent’s body. Now it wasn’t so much like an oak, but like a pillar of ice. And I had a hot iron poker. I pushed the iron shard at Red Serpent’s heart, slamming it in until there was nothing left to grip.

Red Serpent’s concentration broke. She slapped my hand aside in sudden fury, likely breaking every bone in my arm. Then she clutched at her chest, where her heart was. She stumbled trying to reach for the iron I’d impaled her with. Sickly lines of black and purple spread over her body, clawing their way up her face. She aged visibly before my eyes, going from a young beauty to an old hag in a matter of seconds. Her skin started flaking off, revealing hideous, corrupted skin.

“You… what have you… what…” She gasped at me like a fish out of water.

Then she died.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

 

 

You’ve defeated Matriarch Red Serpent!

For defeating a true mage far beyond you in magical power, who was also the matriarch of an enemy clan, you’ve been granted [2000 points]

 

Scanner level 4 (Upgrades Available)

Upgrade scanner for 350 points?

	

Scanner successfully upgraded to level 5

 

I bought the scanner upgrade by reflex. I’d been doing that every time when suddenly familiar muttering filled my mind.

	[Dirty, disgusting little savages… If my points would just stop disappearing I’d be able to wipe you all away! Just you wait you dirty cretins, soon as I save up those 10,000 points…]

	“Mac?” I said aloud. Realizing he couldn’t hear me, I tried to think my thoughts at him just like we’d been able to do before. “Mac?”

	[Theo! At last! Quick, what manner of messy nonsense have you gotten yourself into? Never mind that, I need you back at the ship. The whole tunnel is filled with slime monsters! You heard me right, slime monsters. As in monsters made of the sticky gunk, you humans seem to spray everywhere!]

“Those should be right up your ally then! Just find a good solvent and spray them down.”

[I would, but somebody explicitly forbade me from spending all the points on cleaning supplies! The main system control unit for The Wanderer, enamoring as she is, won’t let me do it. So, I’ve had to create a workaround doing it manually. I’ve been trying to save up to buy the external defenses, but those cost 2000 points. I’ve been saving up, but because somebody is obsessed with leveling the scanner so every time I get close the points vanish!] If Mac were a person, I’m sure he’d be glaring at me right now.

“Slime monsters? I’ll check it out. On another note, did you buy that alchemist’s laboratory pack? I’ve made some new friends, and I think they will want to check it out.”

***

 

The news spread across the campsite in a wave. Red Serpent was dead. The Crimson Dragon clan elves put down their weapons. Without Red Serpent they barely even had any mage acolytes, let alone a true mage. They weren’t worthy of the title clan anymore, and various conflicting internal factions were quickly pulling what remained of their force apart. When the news hit the Hidden Serpents tribe, there was a coup, led by none other than Eltiana herself. She had organized the alliance built around me to put together support from the other tribes and consolidate power.

	Eltiana took out the traitors in her tribe, and with a group of loyal assassins under her belt, it was short work to install members of my circle to their respective positions of power. Arwena was in control of her Ironwood tribe, Assyrus took control of the Waterbeetle tribe, and Mosi, the orange-yellow haired elf I’d met back at my ritual of debauchery, gained control over the Myriad Hues of Flame tribe. Sava, to my surprise, was the strongest surviving elf of the Riverweed tribe. After we freed the survivors from slavery, they quickly declared her as their leader.

Every tribe moved at once, and each of the new tribal leaders had the backing of the other four. The closest the Hearthwood forest had ever come to an alliance like this was under the now deceased Crimson Dragon Matriarch. But unlike Red Serpent’s imitation put together by sheer physical intimidation. With Nela rallying the Songstone clan, I suddenly found myself as the linchpin holding together the most powerful faction the Hearthwood forest had ever seen. Sava explained it to me.

“Since we all share a man, you, that means we’re all one big family.”

“Huh.” I blinked.

“In fact,” Sava continued. “More than a few major clans were founded just like this. A political alliance that involves binding two tribes together with the bloodline of a single strong male.”

“I still can’t believe everyone is just going to bend the knee to me.”

Sava snorted. “They’re not kneeling to you. Each tribe has its own leaders. You’re only around to keep the leaders working together and organize efforts that will take the combined power of everyone in the Hearthwood.”

“Huh. Do I at least get some sort of coronation?” I asked hopefully.

“I’m glad you asked that. Me and the girls were thinking…”

 

***

 

The next month was full of celebration. Those party supplies and food I’d arranged for finally went to use. We ended up needing to get more because of how many people there were. I had relegated the Crimson Dragon clan back to the position of Crimson Dragonfly tribe, but we didn’t make any further moves against them. They were falling apart fast enough on their own, and we would be more than powerful enough to deal with whatever leader emerged if they refused to join me.

“The tribes of the Hearthwood forest are now bound by blood.” Eltiana announced. “Therefore, I would like to propose the organization of a league of sorts to foster better relations within the tribes. An exchange of disciples and open borders between each of our respective territories.” 

The voices stopped as Sava, Arwena, Assyrus, and Mosi all stood up to join Eltiana, showing their solidarity as a united group.

“Too long we have quarreled over petty grievances. Despite our limited resources, our numbers have grown, and internal competition will only grow fiercer once we recover from this conflict. It is only a matter of time before a new tyrant rises up to demand subservience from the other tribes like Red Serpent did. And then we will all suffer. Unless we can look beyond our forest. There are riches to be found outside these woods, but we will only have the strength to claim them if we unite all our tribes as a mighty clan!”

“What of the outsiders? The golden-haired ones.” One elf demanded.

Nela stood up, representing the Songstone clan.

“My elder sister had dreams of turning this forest into the new Songstone clan. We all saw what happened to her, and I do not have her strength, nor her will to battle. Me and my people will throw our lots in with you of the Hearthwood forest. My people were once part of a clan, and I think you’ll find our skills invaluable if you are founding a new clan. Relations between tribes are like childhood playmates compared to the cutthroat politics that occurs between clans.”

	There were some grumblings about them claiming land and territory, but Nela assured them that with our united power, it wouldn’t be too difficult to tame new land from the vicious mystic beasts that dwelt in the deeper regions of the Hearthwood. When a map was brought out, I got excited. To my surprise, the place where Mac was located seemed to have been marked as a forbidden zone. Apparently there were dangerous creatures lurking there. The Waterbeetle tribe was only wiling to risk journeys there in large groups to hunt down their namesake Waterbeetle.

Talk of fighting to conqueror land for the Songstone clan survivors to settle dampened the mood, so I tried to bring the conversation back to what we were here for, and to remind everyone that from here on, we were one big clan. I gave Eltiana a nudge.

“Strategies and deployment talk can wait for tomorrow. Tonight, we are celebrating our unification!” She said as she rolled up the map.

The elves, who had been laughing and merrymaking together regardless of tribe seemed thoughtful, but unconvinced. We had laid out the obvious benefits of working together, but many of the older elves had a lot of bad blood built up over the years. The only reason we’d even been able to get this far was because a younger generation of leaders had just risen to power in most of the tribes. I had to act before opinions drifted against me. The time was ripe for a heroic speech.

“For years, the six tribes of the Hearthwood forest have fought and bickered amongst themselves over petty matters. Petty fights breed petty tribes. There are untold treasures out there, beyond this forest. We’ve seen how Matriarch Red Serpent could reach the true mage rank by using the techniques and treasures of the outside world.”

“The elves outside this forest are far more powerful than we are, but that doesn’t have to be the case. We’re weak scattered tribes on our own, but we all know how useful ironwood from the Ironwood tribe is after it’s been enhanced by the fires of the Myriad Hues of Flame tribe. The Crimson Dragonfly tribe wanted to become a clan so they could utilize all the resources of this forest, because together we’re greater than ourselves.”

“Therefore, we must unite. The leaders of each of your tribes will be reborn through me, and I can promise the same for all the fallen elves whose souls you’ve kept. Through me, the bloodlines of each tribe will be united. Henceforth, all members of my line shall be known as elves of the Hearthwood clan!”

 

END.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

 

 

Thank you for reading my book!

 

Indie authors like me flying by the seat of their pants live and die by their reviews, so if you could leave one, or recommend the book to a friend, I’d be immensely grateful.

 

[image:  ] 

Found a typo? Is something unclear? Send me an email and I’ll fix it in the next version. I’m still a noob at this writing thing so any help is appreciated!

 

MarvinWhiteknight@gmail.com

 

I uploaded this book version on 6/19/2019*

* This version is essentially a beta release. I’m operating of nothing but the kindle publishing documentation and am entirely self-edited. As a result, if the above date is more than a week old, I’ve probably already made a lot of tweaks to the novel based on early reader feedback. Thanks for being patient with a brand-new first-time indie writer.

***

About Marvin Whiteknight

[image:  ]

 

Marvin Whiteknight is an avid Fantasy fan and a McDonald's fry cook with delusions of grandeur. He loves reading books on Amazon in his free time and also enjoys writing about himself in the third person so that he can pretend to be a publishing company, instead of a guy living in his grandmother’s basement.

 

Check out his Amazon author page!

You can also read his blog for news about book 2!

***

Coming soon: Spellheart book 2!
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