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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My first time?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Anna said, ducking out of the way as a vendor pushed a cart full of steaming dumplings down the thoroughfare. All around us, the sights and sounds of the Chesterton County Fair lit up the evening. “What was it like? You must have been pretty young, right?” 
 
    I closed my eyes, thinking as I slipped an arm around my date’s waist. Anna giggled gently at my touch, locking her steps in time with mine as we made our way past a hall of mirrors. A group of girls carrying cotton candy on white stalks passed in the opposite direction, devouring the spun sugar with enthusiasm. 
 
    “It was a little scary,” I finally said, smiling at her. “But really, I’d made it up to be a much bigger deal in my head than it actually was. It was exciting—I even screamed a few times—but it was nowhere near as intense as I’d been afraid of.” 
 
    A bashful expression settled over Anna’s face. “I’ve never done it,” she admitted, nibbling her bottom lip. 
 
    I stopped dead in the middle of the lane, startling her for a moment. “Really? Not even once?” 
 
    “Don’t make fun of me,” Anna said, playfully batting at my shoulder. “I just want to be safe, you know?” 
 
    “It sounds to me like you’re a big old scaredy-cat,” I teased, chuckling to take the sting out of the words. Both of us had had a few drinks at this point in our date, and I was hyper-aware of the possibility of offending Anna. The last thing I wanted was to stumble over myself this close to the finish line. “You mean to tell me you’ve really never been on a roller coaster before?” 
 
    Both of us began to laugh. “Well, I’m certainly not starting tonight,” Anna said, looking past me to the wood-and-metal behemoth dominating a corner of the fairgrounds. A sign out front advertised it as The Green Dragon, though the paint job on the ride’s carts currently making their way down the coaster’s big hill looked a little yellowed with age. “That thing doesn’t look safe in the slightest.” 
 
    I wasn’t going to push her. After all, I was definitely thinking about first experiences where Anna was concerned. The two of us worked for the same bank, in the same building, but in different departments: I was in IT, while she managed the brand’s social media page and funneled customer complaints to agents who could handle them. We’d hit it off almost immediately, and this was our second date. 
 
    The first one had ended with the two of us making out at the door of her condo. Tonight, I’d been hoping to take things a little bit further. 
 
    “Maybe if I get you a little more liquid courage?” I suggested. Another thing I’d learned about Anna was that she could pack away a surprising amount of alcohol for such a slender girl. I wondered if she was trying to impress me, show me she could tangle with the boys. The corporate environment was such a boy’s club, after all. 
 
    “God, no,” Anna giggled. “I’d be even worse on that thing with a couple drinks in me. Hey, how about you try and win me a stuffed teddy bear or something?” 
 
    She was a cutie, no doubt about that. Ash-blonde hair, striking blue eyes, and only a fraction above five feet, eight inches tall. She was much higher than my usual batting average, looking like an Instagram model but with brains. A rare combination, I know, and I wasn’t about to let this chance go to waste.  
 
    And the way she looked tonight just made that all the more apparent to me. Her outfit was a little more daring than it had been on our first date: tonight she wore a polka-dot dress with black leggings underneath, along with cherry-red high heels. The ensemble was cut low in the front, showcasing the cleavage half the guys in my department drooled over every time Anna came through our segment of the office. I knew they all thought I was one lucky bastard to have her on my arm at the fair. 
 
    I thought so too.  
 
    “I don’t think they have teddy bears,” I said, looking around. The fair’s theme this year—The Lost Dynasty—centered around old Chinese mythology and culture, though there were enough people dressed up like samurai and anime characters to muddle the theme somewhat. 
 
    “So you can win me a panda,” Anna teased, slurring her words gently. “Then you can be my bamBOO. Get it?” 
 
    I got it. “Very clever,” I said, tickling her side. I’d learned recently that Anna was extremely ticklish—and that she liked my fingers on her. Hopefully later I’d be using them in an entirely different context.  
 
    We passed a stall with all kinds of garishly painted plastic weapons of an Eastern flavor: a hand dart, a hook sword, single-edged swords, double-edged swords, and even an iron flute. Just like the rest of the fair, this stall was confusing elements of China with that of other Asian cultures: there were katanas, sai, and naginatas on display as well. The weapon that really caught my eye, though, was a huge scythe, like something the Grim Reaper might have used if he were a badass from Dynasty Warriors.  
 
    “Those look awesome,” Anna said. “Almost real. One of them would look great in my spare room.”  
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “You’re into that kind of stuff?”  
 
    I didn’t know Anna was into geek paraphernalia. She was just full of surprises.  
 
    “Oh, definitely,” she replied. “There’s lots you don’t know about me, Eric.”  
 
    The guy manning the stall was laughing as a couple of kids tried to knock over bottles from a bench. By the looks of things, the bases of those bottles had to be glued down.  
 
    “Alright, babe, let’s see if I can knock some bottles over and win you a prize—” 
 
    “Hang on a second.” Anna stopped so suddenly I nearly lost my footing in the street. Fairgoers streamed around us, some wearing cheap paper hats and kimonos that looked like they’d rip in two if you so much as looked at them wrong. “What’s that?” 
 
    I followed Anna’s finger to see a tent. There were plenty of them around the fair, showcasing various events or games of chance, but this one seemed different from the others. Its rich purple silk stretched to the sky, seeming almost to pierce the starry night. Looking at it was like finding an actual Picasso painting hanging on the fridge next to a bunch of children’s drawings—it didn’t belong here. It was in a whole different ballpark from the rest of the attractions. 
 
    “The weapons can wait,” Anna said. “I want to see what’s inside that tent.”  
 
    “Alright then,” I said, as intrigued as she was by the strange tent.  
 
    Anna led me over to it. Unlike the other tents we’d seen at the fair, no sign stood in front of this one. Whatever attraction it provided cover for, its owners preferred it remain incognito. As a result, this corner of the showcase seemed nearly deserted. It was strange, actually—people walked right up to the tent and passed it without an inkling of curiosity, almost as if they didn’t see it sitting there. 
 
    A wizened old man stood in the tent’s entrance. Like most of the workers at the fair he dressed in an approximation of old Confuscian robes, though his were of a far more luxurious cut than the teenagers running the Tilt-A-Whirl. His long white mustache ran down the sides of his face, giving him an almost feline appearance. 
 
    He seemed surprised that someone had finally come up to his tent. “Young sir,” he said, a thick, unplaceable accent to his voice. “Madam. Do you wish to walk the Eternal Dao?” 
 
    “The Eternal Dow?” I asked, letting my hand slide a little further down Anna’s waist. From the way she reacted, she was hoping I’d go even lower. “What is that, like the stock market?” 
 
    The man’s eyes narrowed. “This is not a game,” he chided, which confused me a little bit. Weren’t fairs all about fun and games? “The Eternal Dao can tell the fortune of a mortal. It can also shape it. Should you choose to walk the Eternal Dao, your life may never be the same.” 
 
    “Fortune-telling? We should totally walk it,” Anna giggled, guiding my hand down to her ass. “Is there anybody else in there right now, sir?” 
 
    The old man shook his head. 
 
    “It looks dark in there,” Anna whispered, her lips grazing my ear. “And it sounds like we’d have some privacy. You, ah, you’ll hold me so I don’t get too scared, right?” 
 
    I found myself grinning from ear-to-ear. Talk about first experiences—inside of a tent at the county fair would be an all-timer. Something to brag about to the grandkids, even. Back in my day, your granddad was quite the ladies’ man… 
 
    “Sure,” I said, giving her ass a pert little pat. I reached into my pocket, feeling for my wallet. “How much is admission, old man?” 
 
    “Eliezer,” the man running the tent said, evidently meaning his name. “Your fares have already been paid, young man. Kindly step inside, please.” 
 
    Shit, I thought. Must be like the thing at the drive-thru where you pay for the guy behind you. This is getting better and better… 
 
    Still holding onto Anna, I stepped into the darkness. As the tent flap closed behind us, plunging us both into darkness, she clung to me tighter and let out an excited little whimper. 
 
    “Hey,” she purred, her fingers tugging at my belt while my hand reached up her polka-dot dress. “You don’t think this is one of those haunted houses, do you? Nothing’s going to jump out at us or anything like that?” 
 
    I opened my mouth to tell her no, that Halloween was months away—then the world exploded. 
 
    Light filled the tent, bathing it in a brilliant, luminescent glow. Only we weren’t in a tent any longer—at some point between darkness and light, we’d been thrust out of the Chesterton County Fair entirely. We were in space, like outer fucking space, standing on a obsidian platform that floated above an endless field of stars. 
 
    “What the hell?” Anna gasped, wrapping one thigh around me. “Holy shit, where are we?” 
 
    I blinked rapidly, willing the universe around me to start making some kind of sense.  
 
    Except it didn’t.  
 
    According to my senses, we were standing on the edge of the universe, the stars surrounding us.  
 
    “Special effects,” I said, reaching behind my back for the tent flap. It had been inches behind us a moment ago—I should have been able to lift it easily, banishing this crazy light show. 
 
    My hand touched nothing but open air. 
 
    My explanation satisfied Anna. “Wow,” she giggled, tapping the edge of one of her heels against the solid surface of the platform. “This is crazy cool! I can’t believe there’s not a line all the way back to the parking lot to get inside this tent—to think they put all this effort into an attraction at the county fair!” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, ice filling the pit of my stomach. “They can do crazy shit with computers these days…” 
 
    As I spoke, the scene around us began to move. Only a ship out of a science fiction novel could have cut through space with this kind of speed. Planets, stars, galaxies—they revolved around us as the platform flew, taking us on what felt like a tour of the entire universe within the span of a few moments. There was no motion sickness though, which made me less sure that this was all real.  
 
    Besides, how crazy would I have to be to believe that this old man in robes had brought us into his tent and sent us across the universe?  
 
    As we slowed down, the platform passed a massive green-and-blue planetary sphere with a double-ring formation wrapped around it like a belt. A comet soared past in the distance, well on its way to some distant galaxy. 
 
    “Good Lord,” Anna said, laughing like this was the coolest movie she’d ever seen. “This is so badass! I’m sorry, I know we were supposed to be making out right now, but this is just amazing—” 
 
    “The first step along the path of wisdom,” a deep voice intoned, coming from all directions at once, “is for the student to learn and accept the first and most basic truth: that they know absolutely nothing.” 
 
    “I know that voice,” I said, taking a step toward the edge of the platform. I knew it was silly to be afraid, that Anna and I were really inside of a tent right now and the worst thing that could happen if I left the platform was the show would be ruined. But something inside me—some primal, monkey part of my brain—reeled at the thought of me stepping out into open space, falling forever in some distant galaxy. “That’s the guy from outside…” 
 
    As I spoke it, the man appeared. He floated in open space, his robes splaying out in multiple directions like ribbons of soft, expensive fabric. He moved toward our platform as if tugged by invisible strings, landing on the edge furthest from Anna and me without a sound. 
 
    “That’s some Cirque Du Soleil shit,” I heard Anna mutter. “That’s really the guy from outside?” 
 
    “Hello, Eric,” the old man said, moving with a swiftness his aged bones didn’t look capable of. “As I said, I am Eliezer. I am the Peak Supreme God. The only one in all of existence.” 
 
    I froze in my tracks. “I didn’t tell you my name,” I said, glancing over my shoulder at Anna. “Did you call me Eric back there outside of the tent?” 
 
    “I must have,” Anna said with a shrug.  
 
    I could tell from the look on her face she thought all this was part of the show. I desperately wanted to believe that, too—but my heart told me we’d stumbled into something way more important than a mere carnival attraction.  
 
    “Peak Supreme God,” Anna repeated, rolling the words over her tongue. “Sounds kinda hot, actually. Like a fitness regimen that gets you totally ripped…” 
 
    Eliezer scoffed. “You have come here seeking your fortune,” he said, his tone serious and dignified. “Yet you do not even know what words would form the proper questions you should ask. You are like infants, opening their eyes for the very first time. You dare  presume to ask a being such as me to tell your future?” 
 
    I hadn’t come in here seeking anything like a future. I’d just been hoping to get a little dark, quiet alone time with Anna. At the mention of fortune-telling, though, my date’s face lit up like a Christmas tree. Her piercing blue eyes shined like the stars framing the platform, a smile rising to her face. 
 
    “Don’t spoil it,” Anna whispered, nudging my side. She’d seen me about to open my big mouth and start asking questions. “This show is awesome—and this guy’s obviously way more talented than your ordinary carnie. I wonder what kind of fortune he’s going to give us?” 
 
    Eliezer folded his arms in robes, looking like every wise instructor from the kung-fu movies I’d watched when I was a teenager. “The only fortune that matters,” he grumbled. “A true one.” 
 
    A drunken smile spread across Anna’s face. “Tell me this,” she said in a naughty tone, giving my hand a squeeze. “Is Eric going to get lucky tonight, Mr. Supreme God?” 
 
    “Peak Supreme God,” Eliezer countered harshly. Then his expression softened. “And yes. He will. Though not in the way he expects.” 
 
    Anna let out a shocked little laugh, but secretly I could tell she enjoyed being scandalized. “What a dirty old man you are!” 
 
    The ‘dirty old man’ let out a grunt and rolled his eyes. Then he turned his attention back to me, grateful to be done with Anna’s question. “Eric. You accepted my offer to walk the Eternal Dao. Did you not?” 
 
    I shrugged in response. “I guess so,” I said, peering over the edge of the platform. It went down and down, deep into the darkness to the point where even the stars began to wink out. I shuddered to think what might be waiting for me in all that black. “If walking across this Dao is what I’ve got to do to get to the exit of this crazy place, then yeah, I definitely want to walk it.” 
 
    Eliezer laughed, but there was no humor in it. “I have grown tired of having no equal,” he said, spreading his arms wide. “There are no other beings at my level, which has made the last few eons feel particularly...stagnant. Only the Three Ivory Sisters even approach my level of power, but they are fickle and will likely never exceed their current level. Middle Ancient Gods they are—and Middle Ancient Gods they will remain.” He seemed displeased by this fact. 
 
    I, on the other hand, was struggling to comprehend. “How can a god be anything but a god?” I asked. It almost felt like the old man was asking me a riddle. “Gods can’t be stronger or weaker than other gods—I mean, to be a god is to be all-powerful, right?” 
 
    As soon as I’d asked the question, I realized that it wasn’t entirely true, at least from the myths I’d read about. Greeks had demigods, right? 
 
    Eliezer chuckled and shook his head. “The first and most basic truth,” he said, like he was quoting from a book. “You must accept that you know only know one thing—that you know nothing! Gaze upon the brilliance that is the Peak Supreme God!” 
 
    Eliezer raised his hands, and a stream of purple lightning danced between them. His eyes became great thunderbolts, like some weird approximation of Zeus. Energy pulsed around him, his robes swishing and his long mustaches swaying about his face. With a sudden whoomph of power, the old man’s robes burned a dazzling white, so bright that I had to shield my eyes.  
 
    From beside me, I heard Anna let out an awed gasp.  
 
    Unlike her, I had to force myself not to cower before this being who’d brought us into his strange world. Now, without a sliver of a doubt, I realized that Eliezer was who he said he was. Exactly what that was, I didn’t know, but he was obviously a powerful being from some pantheon I’d never heard of.  
 
    And if there was one thing I’d learned from pop culture, it was that messing with divine beings often led to a whole lot of trouble. They always had an angle. They’d grant you power in exchange for your eternal soul, or they’d give you some gift that turned out to actually be a curse, just to entertain themselves. 
 
    I shook my head to put aside these thoughts and focus on the only thing that mattered: getting Anna and me out of here.  
 
    “I know this place isn’t just some tent at the fairgrounds,” I said, taking a step backward. “I want out of this place, old man!” 
 
    “Hey, Eric?” Anna swayed on a heel, nearly stumbling right off the platform. I shuddered to think what might have happened to her if she’d lost her footing and fell into outer space. “Where’s that tent flap we came through? I think I might just let you finish up with the old guy and get another drink…” 
 
    “Stay right there,” I growled, putting a hand on Anna’s shoulder. It wouldn’t do for her to leave—not when every direction led to...to what, exactly? Certainly not the Chesterton County Fair. 
 
    “I wish to have a beneficiary,” Eliezer said simply. “A chosen subject to grant powers. Someone who can reach the same heights that I have achieved, give an old man some company in his dotage. Perhaps even surpass me, one of these days…” 
 
    There it was. The bargain. Power in exchange for...what? Someone to keep an old man company? Was Eliezer one of those geriatrics who hired themselves a hot nurse to wash between their age-spotted ass cracks? Well, I wasn’t about to become the equivalent of Eliezer’s hot nurse.  
 
    “I wish you luck with all that,” I told Eliezer, pulling Anna back from the side of the platform in the same motion. “Definitely sounds like you could use a friend. But I’m not the one you’re looking for.” 
 
    There was nothing remotely human about Eliezer’s laugh. It was like having God himself laugh in your face—or maybe Satan. 
 
    “Friend? You truly do know nothing,” Eliezer said, chuckling darkly. “I will ask you one final time, Eric. Do you wish to walk the Eternal Dao?” 
 
    A lesser man might have screamed. Hell, that’s what the animalistic part of me wanted to do—to run shrieking off this crazy platform in space, and let the chips fall where they may. Everything else: Anna, my date, the so-called real world I’d just come from, they felt small and insignificant next to the strange power emanating from this elderly man and his strange universe. 
 
    Yet I mastered myself. I pulled Anna back from the brink, setting her on her feet in the center of the platform.  
 
    A different part of my brain kicked in, but it wasn’t the rational one. It was the part that had every kid imagining himself as Superman, or Spider-Man, or any number of other superheroes with awesome powers. What if Eliezer’s bargain didn’t carry some hidden cost? What if he was just a lonely old man who wanted someone with whom to share his power?  
 
    The rational part of my brain interjected. It said that I didn’t know anything about Eliezer, what he was offering, or what the terms of this bargain would be.  
 
    Then, the thing the old man had been trying to tell me all along finally clicked. 
 
    “I know nothing,” I said, meeting Eliezer’s gaze. His eyes were the piercing green of a jade statue, and more ancient than the Great Wall of China. “Which means I certainly don’t know the first thing about the Eternal Dao, Eliezer. How can I possibly know whether to answer you ‘yes’ or ‘no’ when I don’t really know a goddamn thing!” 
 
    The last word echoed out into space. I expected Eliezer to blow his top at my insolence—instead, he clapped his hands together. The most unexpected expression spread across his wrinkled face: a smile. 
 
    “Yes,” he said, sounding pleased. “Finally, you begin to grasp the enormity of the task before you, Eric. I knew I chose you for a reason…” 
 
    Anna made a face. “Chose you? We chose to come to this tent!” From the look on her face, she’d begun having the same revelation I had about the nature of this ‘attraction’. We weren’t in some tent at the fairground any longer. “Who are you, old man?” 
 
    He smiled beatifically. “I told you—I am the Peak Supreme God. And it’s clear to me now that I need to show you a few things if you are to make an informed decision about the Eternal Dao, Eric…” 
 
    The platform gave a sickening lurch beneath us as the universe reeled. Galaxies revolved in my view, the stars turning from little pinpricks out in the distance to long, brilliant lines, like when Han Solo hits the hyperdrive on the Millennium Falcon. A great wind blew across my face, tossing back Anna’s ash-blonde locks as we shot through space like a bullet from God’s own gun. 
 
    Finally, our view settled on Earth. We zoomed in further and further, diving through the atmosphere like a stealth fighter jet. Our view of the Western Hemisphere turned into a view of America, then the state and the city and the town in which Anna and I were currently having our date. By the time Eliezer was done with this crazy zoom, our platform floated over the top of the Chesterton County Fair, with our tent directly beneath our shadow. 
 
    “The power of space is mine,” Eliezer said placidly. “And also of time. Witness, Eric!” 
 
    As Eliezer spread his arms, the moon began to move through the sky like an old-school VHS on fast-forward. Only I realized after a moment that it wasn’t moving in the right direction—it was going backward. 
 
    “Eric,” Anna yelped, grabbing hold of my arm and pointing. “Look!” 
 
    Far beneath us, Anna and I walked backward out of Eliezer’s tent. We moved more rapidly than we had on the way here, our casual saunter turning into a backward power walk as we made our way down the thoroughfare. As I watched, we reached the parking lot and got back into my car, driving in reverse out into traffic. 
 
    “This can’t be happening,” I muttered, shaking my head. “This isn’t possible…” 
 
    “Along the path of the Eternal Dao, all things are possible,” Eliezer said like he was correcting a child. “We can do this even faster if you’d like!” 
 
    Now time ran backward so quickly that the sun and moon hastened to change places. Anna and I stood there awestruck as workers broke down the fairground rides and dismantled tents, moving in reverse as the entire county fair rewound to a vacant lot. 
 
    “Or even faster!” Eliezer roared, laughing now. 
 
    The sun flashed in the sky like someone having a seizure. The ground beneath us rippled like an earthquake, but it was only the natural movement of Earth’s tectonic plates. We were moving back in time so quickly that I could see them—could see the formation of continents, the filling of the ocean, the ice age. Gradually a huge chunk of the planet formed itself into a meteor, which went hurtling into space as if the Earth were some massive catapult. There were a whole lot more dinosaurs running around after that left. 
 
    “I hold your planet in the palm of my hand!” Eliezer yelled over the storm. “Were I to will it, I could make it so that humanity never formed—that life never emerged from the oceans! Every great civilization, every mighty army of Earth, they are as dust before the Peak Supreme God!” 
 
    The tape rolled back and back, like someone had checked existence out from a video store and they were going to get a fat fine if they didn’t rewind it all the way to the beginning. Stars winked out above our heads, the firmament retreating as the universe began to collapse around us. 
 
    The Big Bang, I thought, looking around frantically. Eliezer’s going to let us see how everything started. He’s going to let us see God. Unless...is HE God? 
 
    It seemed as good a guess as any. My ears roared like a choir of fallen angels as the universe collapsed around us, Eliezer pulling existence itself around our platform. It was a power beyond imagining, beyond mortal comprehension. As I witnessed what he could do, a sudden realization thudded through my bones, striking me to the core of my soul. 
 
    I liked this power. I wanted it. 
 
    All my life, I’d wondered what it would be like to actually have magical abilities. Every kid did. Except my desire never really went away. It just sat there, simmering in the back of my mind, rearing its head whenever the dullness of life sent my imagination wandering. And this power, what Eliezer wielded... It was something else entirely. And if he was offering it to me, to become like him? Who the hell was I to say no to that? 
 
    As if he’d been waiting for me to think just that, Eliezer snapped his fingers. Within the span of a blink, we were back in the tent. What we’d taken for a platform in space had become a plush purple carpet, with matching walls of thick purple canvas blocking out the rest of the world. Tapestries hung from the walls, each adorned with images of the Peak Supreme God—Eliezer—in all his glory. 
 
    “All this power can be yours,” Eliezer said, finishing his speech like a true showman. “All you have to do is take it, Eric. Make the first step.” 
 
    Anna’s jaw hit the floor. She trembled like a leaf, clasping her face in both hands as she stared vacantly at the luxurious tent she’d found herself in. 
 
    “I hate to bring out my crazy side as early as the second date,” she muttered, looking back at the tent flap, “but that was fucking wild. They didn’t put LSD in the drinks in the beer tent or something, did they?” 
 
    I shook my head. It would’ve been a nice explanation, but… “I’m pretty sure that was all real,” I said, still staring at Eliezer. 
 
    Anna nodded. “In that case,” she said, still looking a little pale, “I think you should definitely agree to walk this Immortal Dao thing.” 
 
    “Eternal Dao,” Eliezer snapped, clearly irritated. “Women. They are a distraction along the path of the Eternal Dao, Eric. Better for you if you discard them.” 
 
    For a moment, I just stared at the old man. Then I began to laugh. 
 
    “Women are what makes a man’s life worth living,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest. “I’m surprised a being as old and powerful as you doesn’t know that, Eliezer.” 
 
    He looked thoughtful. “Well, perhaps that’s why I need some new blood. Teach me things,” he muttered, though he looked like he still didn’t believe me. “So what shall it be, Eric? I’ve already given you more chances than you perhaps deserve. Will you walk the path of the Eternal Dao?” 
 
    For just a second, I felt like I was back on that platform in space again. This time with my toes over the edge, about to fall off into the endless unknown. I gave Anna’s waist a squeeze, reminding myself she was there. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, nodding. If there was even a chance of me getting the kind of power Eliezer clearly had, I wanted to take it. “I’ll do it. Just tell me what I need to do. Do we need to blast off, or—” 
 
    A staff materialized in the old man’s hands. A curved blade arced out from an indentation in the front, traced with the same rich purple as Eliezer’s robes. 
 
    Without an instant’s hesitation, the old man struck out with a two-handed stab. The blade sunk into my side, struck a rib, then punched through. I felt cold steel exit my back. 
 
    I dropped to my knees. Color drained out of the world as blood poured from the wound, Eliezer retracting the spear as easily as he’d struck. One quick blow, faster than a blink, and he’d killed me. 
 
    I’m dead, I realized, staring down at the blood pouring from my chest. No way the hospital could stitch this shit up in time… 
 
    “Eric!” Anna hit the ground beside me, trying in vain to keep me upright. “Oh my God, baby, oh my God!” 
 
    “Yes?” Eliezer said smugly, arching an eyebrow. 
 
    I sank to the ground, staining the old man’s fine carpet with my heart’s blood.  
 
    Anna glared up at Eliezer. “You bastard! You murderous fucking bastard!” 
 
    Eliezer let out a little scoff. He nudged me to the side with one slippered foot, clicking his tongue at the spreading stain on the floor. “That’ll never get out of the carpet,” he said ruefully, shaking his head. 
 
    That’s funny, I thought, darkness encroaching on the edges of my vision. You’d think a god could clean the place by snapping his fingers or something… 
 
    Strange, the shit you thought of when you were about to die. 
 
    “Oh shit, hold on Eric!” Anna looked helplessly at the open flap of the tent. No revelers could be seen outside of it, though music from the nearby carousel played somewhat muffled through the tent’s canvas. “Somebody help us! Please—there’s been an accident!” 
 
    “No accident,” Eliezer said gruffly, standing over me. “This is where we discover whether your Eric truly deserves to walk the Eternal Dao.” 
 
    “Fuck your Dao!” Spittle flew from Anna’s lips, her nails digging into my shoulders as she stared Eliezer down. “I liked this guy, you asshole! I actually thought I’d found the right guy for once in my fucking life!” 
 
    Eliezer began to chuckle. “Don’t look now,” he said, his long mustache bobbing, “but it appears young Eric may be about to pull through. He may live through this after all.” 
 
    A deep, dark cold had settled through me while Anna and Eliezer spoke, almost like the grave itself. Then, something inside of me began to feel warm—intolerably warm. Sweat broke out on my forehead, the air around me going all stuffy like when the air conditioning broke in tenth grade and my teacher refused to open a window. Was this what passing over to the other side felt like? Like that? 
 
    Just as the heat became intolerable, something inside of me shattered. It felt like my abdomen was an egg, and someone had just cracked the whole thing and poured the insides on a hot griddle. I writhed with pain, my feet beating a tattoo against the plush carpet. Anna tried to stop me, thinking I was having some kind of seizure, but she couldn’t prevent the transformation happening inside of me. 
 
     A flood of energy left Eliezer’s fingers, rolling over me like an ocean wave. Golden glowing light saturated my body, soothing away the pain like a hit of morphine. The broken thing inside me vibrated to the energy’s strange resonance, sliding through multiple forms as I lay there on the floor. For a moment it rose like some kind of gas, then turned to liquid and flowed through my veins like molten gold. Finally, it solidified in my abdomen, radiating peace and health like the searchlight of a rescue boat picking up a shipwrecked sailor. 
 
    I felt it disappear into me, retreating but not fully gone. Some inner knowledge told me that it was black, like that deep unknown I’d seen in Eliezer’s light show, and that it was a part of me now. Words flashed before my eyes, floating in the air like a projection: 
 
      
 
    Eric has successfully created a Black Core (Dual Weapon Cultivation) 
 
      
 
    I tried to sit up. My head swam, the world rocking around me. Anna’s hands gripped me tightly, the only thing that kept me from falling over. I grit my teeth, waiting for the feeling to pass. 
 
    “Don’t move too fast,” she said, sounding like she didn’t fully believe her own words. “You’re hurt bad, Eric. I mean, you just got stabbed…” 
 
    Stabbed might have been the wrong word. Impaled was probably more accurate.
I had. Yet strangely, the nausea and the dizziness seemed worse than the pain. Whatever that strange wave of energy did to me, it repaired my wounds. Which was nice, to be sure, but a little bit like apologizing for stealing by putting back the item you took in the first place. Eliezer caused this whole thing by impaling me. 
 
    “What the hell did you do to me, old man?” I muttered, rubbing my chest. The fabric of my shirt lay torn and threadbare, a deep gouge where Eliezer’s blade pierced me. A similar tear split the fabric along my back, where the spear had stabbed all the way through my body. Where both wounds had been, the skin beneath now lay smooth and unbroken. No medicine, no matter how powerful or quickly delivered, could heal a wound like that. 
 
    “I have shattered your dantian,” Eliezer said proudly. 
 
    “My Dan what?” I asked, rubbing my forehead. 
 
    Eliezer scoffed and rolled his eyes. “Typical youth. Most apprentices would take thirty years to achieve the feat you’ve performed! My Peak Comprehension of the Prime Elements of Time and Space have given you a great gift, young Eric.” 
 
    “Doesn’t feel like a gift,” I muttered, the nausea retreating. I tested my footing against the carpet and found it good enough to stand. “Feels like you fucking impaled me.” 
 
    “I did exactly that,” Eliezer said, without a hint of shame. “It was necessary to provoke the proper reaction within you. To think you performed such a feat within mere moments! Truly, I have found my proper beneficiary.” 
 
    Anna stood up next to me, giving me a look like she couldn’t decide if I was a hero or a monster. I couldn’t blame her—hell, I wasn’t sure myself. What kind of power did Eliezer put inside me? The thought of it gave me pause. 
 
    “I didn’t do anything,” I said, shaking off the remainder of my nausea. “You did this to me.” 
 
    “Be glad I did,” Eliezer said with a shrug. “What I’ve given you today is a massive advantage, young man. For you to have formed a Black Core during the ritual—well, that is a surprise even the Peak Supreme God did not anticipate! You can be certain I don’t get surprised very often.” 
 
    A line from my church upbringing rang in the back of my mind: has it ever occurred to you that nothing occurs to God? Eliezer might be powerful enough to call himself a god, but he wasn’t omniscient. Which meant there were potentially levels of power even beyond his… 
 
    “A Black Core is quite the leg up in a world which has a very low survival rate. And of course, you know the most important thing now: which is that you know nothing.” He folded his arms, giving me a smug look. “Honestly, you should thank me.” 
 
    “Thank you? For impaling me with a spear? For planting this...this weird whatever the fuck it is inside of my body?” 
 
    “Yes,” Eliezer said smoothly. “You should.” 
 
    He paused, as if waiting for me to praise him. If this man’s a god, then the gods must be crazy, I thought, stifling a mad bit of laughter. Wanting to be thanked for almost murdering a guy. And planting a ‘Black Core’ inside me, like it’s some kind of fancy weight-loss device… 
 
    I pressed my hand against my side as I thought it. If I concentrated and pushed hard, I could almost make out the outline of the strange object against my side. 
 
    I once dated a girl who’d had a medical device called a ‘V Block’ installed beneath her skin, all wrapped up around her vagal nerve to regulate some bodily process or another. We’d figured out we weren’t really compatible within a couple dates, and went our separate ways. But I’d felt that weird device whenever I gave her a hug—and now, touching the thing called a ‘Black Core’ through my side, I felt like I understood her a little bit better. 
 
    When I didn’t hasten to thank him for nearly sending me to the other side, Eliezer let out a little harrumph and started talking again like he’d never stopped. “The fact of the matter is, you survived,” he said, again as if I should be grateful to him. “The thousands of others on whom I’ve tried this technique were not nearly as skilled—or as lucky. Their potential failed them.” His bushy eyebrows furrowed together. “You are something special, Eric.” 
 
    Something clicked inside my brain. “Wait. You’ve killed thousands of people like me, who didn’t measure up!?” 
 
    He laughed, and didn’t bother denying it. “What you’ve done today is merely the first, hesitant step of a baby colt. You will need to strive hard to cultivate and ascend through the Realms before you ever hope to truly walk. More still, should you wish to reach my level and one day oppose me.” 
 
    The horror hit me square in the chest. I knew Eliezer was capable of destroying entire civilizations with a wave of the hand—he’d shown me as much with his light show. But it hit differently to discover that thousands of innocent people had received the same surprise as me. I tried to picture Eliezer standing over thousands of young men and women, dispassionately watching them bleed to death. I found I couldn’t.  
 
    “Oppose you?” I snarled. “Fuck you! Thousands of people died just like that? In terror and pain?” 
 
    “Terror and pain are the twin pillars holding up reality,” Eliezer said, his voice unutterably deep and sad. “When you get to be my age, you truly understand that knowing nothing is both a blessing and a curse. Believe me, young man, you will regret many things along the path of the Eternal Dao. Your actions, your deeds—your choices. But you must never, never regret learning. Better to face a hard truth like a man than run screaming from it like a suckling babe.” 
 
    “I’m going to get that power,” I growled, setting my feet firmly on the carpet. “And when I do, old man, I’m going to kill you!” 
 
    A savage smile spread across Eliezer’s face. “Good. Remember that anger—you’re going to need it.” 
 
    In a flash, the spear was back in the old man’s hands. I winced, expecting another blow—or worse, for him to attack Anna—but instead of a stab, he twirled the metal rod between his hands like an acrobat preparing to do a trick. Blue flame erupted from the curved metal blade at the end of the glaive , bathing the tent in an unearthly glow. 
 
    Eliezer twisted the glaive so quickly that it soon became a circle of flame. With a grunt, he thrust the whole thing away from him, and it came loose like a wheel being thrown from an axle along a busy highway. The circle of flames bounced across the carpet, careening madly toward Anna and me. We dropped to the floor, screaming as a wave of blue flame cascaded over us both. 
 
    It didn’t burn. The flame consumed the world, turning everything blue, and when it faded, Anna and I were on our hands and knees against the asphalt. We were back in the fairground parking lot. The lights of the fair had gone dark, the attractions and rides closed for the night. 
 
    But we were both still alive. Somehow, we’d made it through a meeting with a god in one piece. At least, that’s what I thought at that moment, but I’d have never guessed just how wrong I would turn out to be.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anna rose to her feet slowly, brushing the dirt off her leggings. “Eric, please tell me you saw everything I did. Otherwise I’m about to check myself into a psych ward.” 
 
    I took hold of her arm, looking back at the now-dark carnival. Silhouettes of rides and tents stretched against the starry sky, looming like colossi over our heads. What had once been a fun place to spend a second date now felt like a setting out of a horror movie. A cold wind blew across the parking lot, sending discarded paper hats bouncing like tumbleweeds across the asphalt. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said, looking around the parking lot for my car. Only a few vehicles remained at this late hour, most of which looked like they’d broken down and been left there. My Altima stood out like a black sheep in a field of white, a few lanes away. “It sure as hell felt real. What time is it?” 
 
    Anna reached into her purse and pulled out a slender iPhone, a worried expression on her face. “Oh my God,” she whispered, holding the screen up so I could see. 
 
    A low whistle left my lips. “How’d it get this late so early?” I asked, checking my own phone against hers just to be sure. Considering everything else that had happened tonight, some sort of temporal vortex didn’t seem totally outside of the realm of possibility. “Maybe you weren’t kidding about that LSD in the beer tent, Anna. That was...wild.” 
 
    Another blast of cold wind blew across the parking lot. Anna shivered, pressing her curvy body harder against mine. Her limbs shook like the branches of a tree in a storm. 
 
    “I want to get out of here,” my date said. “Will you take me home, Eric?” 
 
    I swallowed my disappointment as the two of us climbed into my car. Well, it was a nice date, I thought, buckling my seatbelt and kicking the engine on. If only Anna had never seen that damn tent. Totally killed the mood… 
 
    I probably wasn’t getting a third date, I realized. Which was a shame, because Anna was the most compatible girl I’d gone out with in a really long time. 
 
    A few minutes later, with the heater in the Altima going full blast, the atmosphere in the car began to relax. Anna shook herself, like someone starting from a trance, and turned the radio on low. The late-night AM host was in the middle of an interview with an expert on ‘alien abductions’. For once in my life, I didn’t find the idea farfetched at all. 
 
    “We should go on that show,” Anna said with a little laugh. “I bet we could tell those people one hell of a story…” 
 
    Before long, both of us were laughing. “Look at us,” I said, keeping my eyes forward on the highway. The further away from the fair we drove, the more everything that had happened felt like some kind of crazy dream—or a mass hallucination. “We’re about ready to put on our tinfoil hats and start talking about parallel universes or some shit.” 
 
    Anna’s hand gripped my thigh, giving it a gentle squeeze. “Peak Supreme God,” she muttered, giving me a sideways glance. “You think they dosed you before the light show, or during?” 
 
    My knuckles tightened on the steering wheel. “You think that’s what they did? They drugged us?” 
 
    Honestly, there was some sense to the idea. I was kind of thinking that I was still drugged a little bit. The road looked...weird. I couldn’t remember the last time the big double lines in the center had looked so yellow, or the asphalt so dark. A trio of deer crouched by the side of the road, waiting for my car to pass, and I swear it looked like they were fucking glowing. Like, a day-glo nightclub-glow-stick shine. 
 
    “I mean, there had to be a reason no one else went in that tent,” Anna said with a snort. It was a strange sensation, listening to her. From the set of her shoulders and the look on her face, I was absolutely sure she didn’t believe what she was saying—more than that, she knew she didn’t believe it. 
 
    But like those poor bastards who’d believed they’d been abducted by aliens, when something comes around that completely destroys your conception of the universe, you have two choices. You can either get over it, fit it into a framework that makes sense so you can move on with your life—or you can end up the kind of person who calls into a radio show at three in the morning, screaming about anal probes. 
 
    Neither I nor Anna wanted to end up like that. So we laughed together, tacitly agreeing to each other’s story.  
 
    “Yeah,” I said, taking the off-ramp toward the suburb where Anna lived. “Crazy shit. Someone should call the cops on those people. Technically, dosing someone without their consent is assault, right…?” 
 
    Shit. I almost believed it was all some crazy drug trip. Keeping one hand on the wheel, I slipped my fingers through the torn gash in my shirt. When my fingers strayed to my side, I felt something hard and strangely cold beneath my skin. 
 
    I swallowed hard. No matter what Anna I tried to tell each other, that thing inside me proved tonight was no hallucination. I’d have to come to terms with that sooner or later. But for now, I focused on trying to end this date as gallantly as possible. 
 
    We’d made it almost to the turn into Anna’s neighborhood when she suddenly gave a start.  
 
    “Hey,” she blurted, the green glow from the dashboard light reflected in her piercing eyes. The more I looked at her, the more she seemed to be glowing a little bit, too—the same as those deer. I hoped whatever that old man dosed me with wore off soon, otherwise I might have some explaining to do at work. “I don’t really want to go home.” 
 
    Hope welled within me. “You don’t?” 
 
    Anna shook her head. “Not tonight,” she said, suppressing a tremor. “How about we go back to your place and have a drink?” 
 
    She didn’t need to tell me twice. I did a U-turn in the intersection, checking the corners to make sure no cars were approaching from either side.  
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” I said, grinning over at the cute blonde. “You sure?” 
 
    The hand on my thigh slid over. Anna’s fingers reached for the zipper on my pants, tugging it down in a rustle of metal on fabric. I bit back a moan, my cock stiffening in my boxers. 
 
    “I don’t want to be alone tonight,” Anna purred, shifting in her seat. She crossed one leg over the other, leaning across the center console until her head rested against my shoulder. “And I don’t think you want to be alone tonight either, Eric.” 
 
    “Fuck,” I panted, the back of my head hitting the seat rest.  
 
    Anna’s nimble fingers slipped into the hole in my pants, pulling out my cock and giving it a few hard strokes. I couldn’t believe my luck. Just a few minutes ago, I’d been lamenting how badly this date had been thrown off-course. Now it looked like I was about to get lucky after all. 
 
    The car accelerated back onto the highway. My own apartment wasn’t far from Anna’s—we both commuted to the same office, after all—so getting there wouldn’t take long. 
 
    “You sure about this?” I asked, which was a dumb thing to say to a woman holding onto your dick. 
 
    “Totally,” Anna whispered, staring down at my cock as a fat bead of pre-cum dripped from the tip. “I like you a lot, Eric. That weird guy in the tent wasn’t lying when he predicted you were going to get lucky tonight.” Her fingers kept on stroking, until it felt like all the blood in my body throbbed in my erection. “After a night like this, I just need to get my head on straight, you know? Relax a little.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I panted, the headlights dimming in my view. “That sounds good…” 
 
    A naughty smile lit up Anna’s features. “And speaking of my head—” 
 
    The seatbelt clicked as Anna leaned over and into my lap. Her warm, wet mouth enveloped the head of my cock, planting a few experimental kisses on the throbbing crown before going deeper, further. One hand remained steady on the wheel, the other tangling in her long ash-blonde hair as I gently guided her down. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I panted, taking the exit to my apartment building. I nearly veered right off the road—Anna’s mouth on my cock felt that good. Shit, road head was so amazing. 
 
    Okay, something weird is definitely going on, I thought through the haze of pleasure. Anna’s tongue felt better than anything I’d ever experienced in my life. The world swam, the colors on the dashboard and the beams from the headlights brightening like a noonday sun. It was like I could sense their energy—their vibrations. 
 
    I was definitely picking up some good vibrations from Anna. Tendrils of light rose like steam from her hair as she sucked me off, wrapping gently around my fingers as I tangled them in her long ash-blonde locks. Whatever this was, I had no idea—but I was going to fucking enjoy it. 
 
    Somehow I managed to get us to my apartment crashing. By the time I put it in park, Anna’s head was bobbing up and down on me like a cork. The head of my cock hit the back of her throat over and over again, like my cute co-worker had never even heard the words ‘gag reflex’. The familiar rush worked its way up my shaft, my balls tightening as an orgasm approached. 
 
    Anna felt it and pulled off me with a wet little pop. “Nuh uh,” she said, shaking her head. 
 
    “Huh?” Frustration coursed through me. My cock throbbed in the open air, dripping with Anna’s saliva. The world suddenly seemed a little darker. “What’s up? Why did you stop?” 
 
    She planted a little kiss on my cheek. “Take me upstairs,” she commanded, giving my cock a squeeze. “I want a drink—then I want you to throw me on your bed and finish what I just started.” 
 
    Part of me wanted to grab her by that long hair and guide her lips back to my dick. I wanted to come—no, I needed to. Something hard and dark pulsed inside of me, right around the spot where that weird old guy put that thing beneath my skin. 
 
    Yeah, I should have realized the two phenomena were related—but you try thinking clearly when the gorgeous co-worker you have a crush on is begging for your dick. At that moment, the only thing in my mind was getting Anna upstairs and having my way with her as quickly as possible. 
 
    “There’s a bottle of whiskey in the freezer,” I said as I closed the apartment door behind us. Anna’s fingers hadn’t strayed from my cock once the whole walk up, and now I was harder than I could remember being in a very, very long time. “There’s more liquor in the cabinet, too, if you don’t mind something warm…” 
 
    “Oh, I like it hot,” Anna giggled, popping the freezer door open. She pulled out the bottle of whiskey and took a long pull, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. God damn that girl could drink. Her performance back at the fair hadn’t been for show: she really could hold her liquor like one of the guys. 
 
    “Yeah you do,” I growled, reaching for her skirt. The polka-dot hem of her classy gown went over her ass, showing the pair of dark leggings beneath. A darker patch dominated the space between Anna’s thighs, revealing just how turned on she was. 
 
    I stared at it and groaned. “No panties?” I said, tugging the leggings down just to be sure. “Bad girl…” 
 
    A bare, glistening slit greeted me. Anna’s folds were pink and warm, utterly primed and ready for me. 
 
    “I thought you might discover that tonight,” Anna said, winking at me over her shoulder. “So which way is the bedroom?” 
 
    I pointed down the hallway. “Right down there,” I growled, wrapping my hands around Anna’s upper thighs. “Here, I’ll show you.” 
 
    There was no telling what had gotten into me. But as I lifted Anna over my shoulder, carrying her like a caveman back to my lair, I knew that whatever was in me was inside Anna, too. She squealed like she’d never been more excited, just barely keeping the bottle of whiskey from spilling everywhere as her cute butt bounced against my shoulder. 
 
    We made it to the bedroom, and I tossed her onto the mattress, just as she’d requested. Within moments, the bottle of whiskey was safely on the nightstand and Anna’s thumbs were on her leggings, tugging them down her tanned thighs. The buttons on her polka-dot blouse came next, her tits spilling free from the confining fabric. 
 
    “Come here,” I grunted, putting my hand on the back of her head.  
 
    With her sitting on the bed and me standing beside it, she was at the perfect height to wrap her lips around my cock. She made a tight seal, her cheeks hollowing out as she kept eye contact with me, going deep. I moaned as I hit the back of her throat, my balls slapping gently against her chin as she picked right back up where she’d left off in the car. 
 
    “I don’t normally do this,” she said, pulling off me without breaking eye contact. She put her tongue right on the underside of my crown and teased it back and forth, making my legs shake. “I’m not really into oral—but fuck, you taste so good all of a sudden! It’s like I can’t get enough of you…!” 
 
    “I can’t get enough of you, either,” I grunted, putting my cock back in her mouth. The truth was, I felt the same way. I’d been with women before, but I’d never felt this heat, this energy coming off a female body before. The atmosphere between me and Anna was electric, charged up like the strange glowing shit I’d seen on the drive over. I know she felt it, too.  
 
    Before long, Anna’s fingers slid between her own thighs. Her pelvis arched into the air, offering her soaking wet pussy as she fingered herself in time with her mouth. Her lips ran up and down my shaft, her naughty tongue swirling as those fingers rubbed her clit in the same rhythm. Soon, we were both on the edge, the entire bedroom reeking of sex. 
 
    “Fuck, I can’t take it any more,” she panted, her mouth leaving my cock. “I need you inside me. Now.” 
 
    Nothing in the world sounded better. “Fuck yeah,” I grunted, tearing off the last of my clothing and climbing onto the bed. “There’s condoms in the drawer over there…” 
 
    Anna followed my gaze, then shook her head. “Not necessary,” she said, wrapping her arms around my waist. “It’s safe.” 
 
    Was it? I supposed I didn’t really care. Anna was probably on some form of birth control, but even if she wasn’t—the thought of being inside her bare was too good to resist. With a girl this hot, on a night like the one we’d just been through, we weren’t thinking about safety. 
 
    We were both glad to be alive—and we wanted to feel alive. Putting anything between my cock and her pussy would have just ruined that, and we both knew it. 
 
    Anna wrapped her legs around me as I mounted her, locking her ankles behind my hips. She’s not going to let me go, I thought with a smirk, feeling the way she offered her pussy to me. Fuck, I don’t want her to. This is going to be amazing. 
 
    I thrust my hips forward, impaling her with my cock in one smooth stroke. Anna’s tight, wet walls welcomed me deep into her core, clenching around me like a fist as I pulled back. 
 
    “Jesus,” Anna whimpered, arching her hips to meet mine. “Fuck, Eric, you’re so big…” 
 
    I found myself grinning from ear-to-ear. No man with red blood flowing in his veins could resist a compliment like that. 
 
    Anna cupped my face in both hands as we fucked, her eyes staring deep into mine. For a few moments, I thought she was going to kiss me—then she guided me into her cleavage, offering her hard nipples to my mouth. I pulled one in and sucked it greedily, swirling my tongue around the sensitive nub. Anna came apart, her nails digging into my back as she fucked me back with a vengeance. 
 
    “Fuck yes, just like that!” she panted, squeezing the tit I wasn’t currently giving my attention to. “They’re so fucking sensitive, Eric. Do you like them? You like seeing those big, soft titties bounce while you fuck me?” 
 
    Let’s make them bounce, I thought. Raising myself onto my knees, I grabbed Anna’s legs and brought her ankles to my shoulders. The position forced Anna further onto her back, giving me all the control. I squeezed her legs together around my cock, making her already oh-so-tight channel even tighter. 
 
    Then I fucked her like a goddamn jackhammer. I’d never been like this with a woman before—in other instances when I’d been lucky enough to take a woman to bed, I’d asked to do things like this. I’d been gallant, chivalrous, focused on my partner’s pleasure...nice, in other words. 
 
    Tonight, with that strange power flowing through me, I was anything but nice. Anna and I weren’t making love—we were fucking. Hard, primal, sheet-clawing fucking. 
 
    I’d never had the balls to use a girl like this before. And the rewards from Anna were beyond measure. 
 
    “Oh fuuuuck,” she whimpered, her nails digging into the sheets as she held on for dear life. The bed slammed against the wall on every thrust, threatening to wake up the neighbors. Fuck ‘em, I thought savagely. Let ‘em hear. Let them know how a real man fucks… 
 
    “Yeah! You like that, don’t you, Anna!?” 
 
    More waves of energy and passion rolled off her body, like heat from an open oven. I could no longer tell where Anna ended and I began—the two of us were totally locked in, completely on the same wavelength. We knew each other’s bodies like we’d been married for decades, but fucked like teenagers getting their rocks off for the first time in the backseat of Dad’s car. 
 
    Holy shit, this girl’s my fucking soul mate, I realized, exploring every inch of her tight interior. Our sexual compatibility’s off the fucking charts! 
 
    “Holy shit I’m gonna cum,” Anna groaned, her voice dropping an octave on the last word. “Oh my gawwwd don’t stop fucking me, Eric! Hard and deep just like that, baby! That’s just the way I like it! Oh fuck here it cummmms!” 
 
    Anna’s words became a scream of pleasure as she shattered beneath me, climax overtaking her. The walls of her inner channel spasmed around me, her pretty little pussy boiling over as she shuddered and writhed with bliss. Her legs squeezed me tight, completely losing control as a flood of juice coated my cock. Everything between Anna’s legs was even tighter and wetter now, ready for me to erupt. 
 
    I couldn’t hold back—I didn’t want to. 
 
    “Come for me,” Anna begged as she came down from her peak. Her toes dug into the back of my neck, her thighs locked around me like she wanted every drop from my balls go deep into her womb. “Fill me up, stud! Come for me—pump my tight little pussy full! Ahh, I want you to leave me dripping with it…” 
 
    A moment later, I hit the peak and sailed right over. Fireworks exploded behind my eyes as my cock jerked inside of Anna and erupted, shooting thick ropes of liquid lava deep into her pussy. I grit my teeth and thrust forward as hard as I could, burying my cock inside of her as I unloaded. I swear it felt like she came a second time as I painted her walls, the muscles of her pussy clenching around me like a vise as my balls drained into her. 
 
    Her lips met mine as the last few bursts of seed shot from my cock. The great wave inside of me began to ebb, the release leaving me weak in the knees. I felt like I could collapse on top of her and go instantly to sleep, but Anna kept on kissing and caressing me for what felt like hours. 
 
    “That was so good,” Anna panted, nibbling at my earlobe as she held me inside of her. “Fuck, Eric, that was exactly what I needed…” 
 
    It was what I’d needed, too. Strange thing inside of me or no, I’d just about forgotten the weird encounter I’d had with Eliezer the Peak Supreme God as I sank beneath the covers next to Anna. She snuggled up against me, still giggling as she came down from her own pleasure. God, I really liked this girl. 
 
    “So I was thinking,” I said, stroking a lock of her ash-blonde hair. “Why don’t you crash here tonight? I could fix you some breakfast in the morning...maybe we could do this again…” 
 
    Anna grinned. “That’s exactly what I was going to ask you,” she purred, pressing her face against my chest. “Except I like the part where it’s you who makes breakfast. I’ll definitely have a little treat for you first thing in the morning, though—” 
 
    I stopped listening. A strange amber glow filled the bedroom, as if daybreak had come several hours early. Only there was no way we’d spent that much time getting busy. And the curtains were still closed. 
 
    I blinked—and letters formed in the air. They floated a few feet away from me, in the same style and font as the statement about the Black Core had in Eliezer’s tent. Only this time, there were a lot more of them: 
 
      
 
    Black Core (Dual Weapon Cultivation) 
 
    Activating Sacred Skill… 
 
    Dual Cultivation → Weapon Creation 
 
      
 
    “What the fuck?” I clutched Anna tighter, as if the reminder of her skin against mine could banish the illusory text. “Babe, are you seeing this…?” 
 
    Anna rolled over in bed—and as she did, a wave of white light cascaded over her naked body. Her back arched like a bow, her ass leaving the bed as the brilliant light saturated her skin, penetrating to the core of her being. 
 
    As it spread, it split into a rainbow, like the light going through that prism on the Dark Side of the Moon album cover. A kaleidoscope of color filled the room, bathing the walls in every shade imaginable and more than then a few that were beyond human imagination. 
 
    “Oh fuck,” I growled, scooting back on the bed. Maybe everything that happened at the fair was some kind of crazy acid trip, and the exertion of sex released some after-chemical into our veins. I sure as shit felt like I was going through the tunnel with Willy Wonka, with no earthly way of knowing where the boat was going… 
 
    The light pulled back from the walls, retreating to Anna. As the bright glow faded, I found myself looking at a woman who bore only a passing resemblance to my date. She was still naked, but the gentle curves of a girl who worked in an office had been replaced with the sleek muscle of a female athlete or fitness model. Her blonde hair lengthened down her back, a reddish tint spreading through it until her ash-white locks looked somewhere between pink and purple. 
 
    If the changes had stopped there, I might have been able to accept it. But then the horns emerged from her forehead, and I started to freak out. 
 
    They were long and slender and golden, tilting inward at the tips like the curve of a knife. They looked like they could cut you like a knife, too—made of some sharp, tough material that wouldn’t break easily. For a weird, horny moment, I pictured myself using them as hand holds the way some guys used their girlfriend’s ponytail for leverage. My cock throbbed against my thigh, then I reminded myself this was serious. 
 
    Her ears lengthened as well, coming to points like one of the elves from Lord of the Rings. Anna looked like she was all dolled up to do some killer cosplay, and all she’d forgotten was her outfit. Only both of us knew she hadn’t looked like this thirty seconds ago. 
 
    Her cries echoed louder and louder against the walls as the transformation completed, but she didn’t sound like she was in the slightest bit of pain. More like pleasure. As her body tensed, the light washed over her again, bathing her in that strange multicolored glow. 
 
    Anna’s moans of pleasure stilled, replaced with the kind of high, piercing note only dogs could normally hear. I winced as it faded, closing my eyes for a few moments against the glare. 
 
    When I opened them again, Anna had disappeared. In her place was a scythe. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A thousand different questions filtered through my mind as I stared at the weapon on my bed. The scythe lay there, for all the world like I’d brought it out for a bit of casual sparring and forgot to put it away. But I didn’t own a scythe. And even if I did need to do a little farming on the side, which I didn’t, I wouldn’t have bought one like this. 
 
    A sharp, curved blade rested on the covers. They were all bunched up from the sex Anna and I had just shared, propping the weapon up on its blade. That edge looked as if it had been honed by the Grim Reaper, as sharp as death itself. The handle was the same purplish-pink shade that Anna’s hair had turned right before she disappeared. A number of jewels had been inlaid into the surface of the scythe, glittering like eyes in the darkness. 
 
    I switched on the lamp, expecting any moment for the weapon to appear and Anna to be laying on my bed again, freshly fucked and giggly. No such luck. 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered, standing at the foot of the bed. I pinched myself, then jumped up and down a few times, but the reality of the situation refused to fade.  
 
    This was no dream. The scythe, the strange shit I’d seen on the drive home, the crazy visions in Eliezer’s tent—all of them were real, all of them had happened. 
 
    Only I wasn’t in the tent anymore—I was home. And the crazy shit just kept on happening. 
 
    “Anna?” I looked around the room, half-expecting her to jump out from behind a door or slide from under the bed. This had to be a prank, right? Where had my date gone? What was that strange horned creature she turned into, and why did she leave this bizarre weapon behind when she disappeared? Had I brought her back to my apartment in the first place, or did I really drop her off, come home, get blasted on that bottle of whiskey and hallucinate I’d had crazy, unprotected sex with my hot co-worker? 
 
    No. No, I had one hell of an imagination, but even I couldn’t have come up with this story. Anna and I had made love. 
 
    Well, neither of us would have called it making love, exactly, but you get the point. 
 
    Which left this strange scythe sitting on my bed. Either I was still hallucinating, seeing things that weren’t there, or Anna had...transformed into this weapon somehow. The thought of it twisted my stomach, made goosebumps break out on my skin, but there was no other plausible explanation. 
 
    My hand felt for that strange lump on my side again. I could’ve sworn it was pulsing gently, as if it resonated with something inside the scythe. Maybe if I touched the thing… 
 
    No, I said, letting both my hands drop. No, this is crazy. Anna did not turn into a scythe. I’m going to go to bed, and when I wake up in the morning, that thing is going to be gone. I’ll call Anna, and we’ll have a laugh over this whole thing… 
 
    I stopped myself. That’s what the old Eric would have done, sure. The Eric who’d never been stabbed in the chest by a guy who called himself the Peak Supreme God—and the Eric who would have been a perfect gentleman with Anna in bed and never satisfied her the way I had tonight. 
 
    Did I really want to be that guy any longer? 
 
    The power can be yours, Eliezer’s voice echoed in my head. If you only reach out and take it… 
 
    “Fuck it,” I said out loud. I grabbed the scythe, waiting for something to happen. For it to transform back into Anna, maybe, or for Eliezer to appear in a burst of smoke from my bathroom. 
 
    Instead, a blinding pain seared my brain. 
 
    It was like every ice cream headache I’d ever had in my life, all at once. I dropped the handle of the scythe, both hands going to my forehead as a band of iron contracted around my temples. I screamed low in my throat, like an animal who’d just caught their leg in a trap. What the fuck was this…? 
 
    But suddenly I knew. As the pain cascaded through my brain, my eyelids fluttered of their own accord, blinking rapidly. Each time they did, my eyes opened not in my own bedroom but other places, other worlds. New sights, sounds, smells and memories coursed through me, like the hard drive on a computer getting a fresh new download. I trembled at the onslaught of information, the thing inside me that Eliezer called a ‘Black Core’ pulsing like a jellyfish. 
 
    It ended as quickly as it began. My vision cleared, and I found myself holding the scythe again, staring at the bedroom wall. Words flashed across it, as if someone had used the surface as the canvas for a projection TV. Only I knew no one else looking would see a thing. 
 
      
 
    Black Core (Dual Weapon Cultivation) 
 
    Activating Sacred Skill… 
 
    Martial Mastery (Scythe) successfully activated!
  
 
    A strange sensation filled my brain at the sight of those words. I vaguely remembered reading an article a while back about adults who were illiterate, and I’d tried to imagine what it must feel like to look at words on a sign or in a book and have no idea what they meant. I assumed it would probably be like seeing arcane symbols in a language you didn’t understand, only able to guess at the meaning. 
 
    That’s how I’d felt about this scythe until that strange feeling of fullness inside my head. Now I knew the weapon like the back of my hand, with an intimacy that normally only came from thousands of hours of practice. I knew that my earlier crack about using this scythe as a farming tool was dead wrong, because farm scythes were only bladed on a single edge while this weapon kept both sides sharp. I knew instinctively that a long-handled weapon like this was excellent for fighting in the open, but that I should switch to something shorter for close quarters fighting, or in a narrow hallway. 
 
    But in a hallway, I could hook them, I thought, testing the motion with both hands. I extended my arms, dropping the curved edge of the scythe well past where my opponent would be standing in actual combat. Then I pulled backward, like in an old-time cartoon where the hook comes out to pull a character offstage who’s being booed. Only this blade wouldn’t tug—it would slice someone in half. 
 
    “Slashing, hooking, long-range slices,” I said, ticking the words off on mental fingers. “Could also use that handle as a staff in a pinch. The edge is sharp enough that I wouldn’t have to worry about the blade catching on a rib, either. Metal armor would give this thing a hell of a lot of trouble, though…” 
 
    I shook my head, confused. Why was I going to be attacking people in armor, again? I wasn’t some kind of warrior—shit, I was in IT for God’s sake. I fixed computers. I didn’t slaughter my foes on the field of battle. 
 
    Yet I knew how to do it, if I needed to. That knowledge centered me, calming my heart rate as I lifted the scythe and put it through a few exploratory moves. Somewhere deep and primal inside of me, I knew I was a master at this weapon. I could do some serious fucking damage with it. 
 
    All of a sudden, I wanted to do some damage. 
 
    As if summoned by my thought, Eliezer stepped into the room. The Peak Supreme God hadn’t ridden into the apartment in a puff of smoke, the way I’d anticipated, or sailed through the window on a bolt of lightning like Zeus. He just stepped in from the hallway, as if he’d been waiting for just this moment to make his grand entrance. 
 
    Hell, he probably had. I wondered if he’d been spying on me and Anna. I didn’t like that idea one bit. 
 
    “Hello, old man,” I said, twirling the scythe. It felt good in my hands, like it belonged there. “I told you the last time I saw you that I’d kill you. But if you tell me what the fuck you did with Anna, I might be inclined to be merciful…” 
 
    Eliezer’s shaggy brows furrowed together. “Anna? Who is Anna?” 
 
    He didn’t even remember her. His words about women being a ‘distraction’ echoed through my brain, turning my vision red. “My date, asshole! The woman who was with me in your tent!” 
 
    “Oh,” the Peak Supreme God said mildly. He gestured at my scythe. “She’s right there.” 
 
    I glanced over, expecting to see Anna sitting on the bed. Then I realized he literally meant the scythe in my hand, and wasn’t trying to get me to glance away from him so he could strike. 
 
    “This isn’t a woman,” I snarled, spinning the scythe in the kind of flashy move that would’ve left me on my ass a few minutes ago. “This is a weapon. If you don’t tell me where Anna is, I’m gonna bury this blade in your chest the way you did to me…!” 
 
    He shrugged. “You’re holding her in your hands, Eric. Caressing her with no less love than you did a few minutes ago in your bed.” 
 
    My eyes threatened to bulge out of my head. I knew Anna disappeared in a wave of light, leaving this scythe where she’d been, but... it wasn’t really her, was it? How the hell could a living person transform into a weapon? 
 
    I shook my head. Fuck this.  
 
    “I want answers,” I snapped, brandishing my blade. 
 
    “You shall get them,” Eliezer countered. He seemed pleased that we’d finally moved to the heart of the matter—his reason for being here. “You have passed the second test, Eric. You have forged your first weapon—the scythe you hold in your hands. Now I know that you are worthy to enter my homeworld, and walk the path of the Eternal Dao.” 
 
    “That’s all well and good,” I said, squaring my shoulders. “But where’s Anna? What the fuck did you do with my girlfriend?” 
 
    It was a little early to call my girlfriend, exactly, but the two of us had hit it off. Regardless, I doubted Eliezer of all people would make the distinction. 
 
    The old man gave me an irritated look. “I told you,” he said, clearly hating to explain things more than once. “I have done nothing. You are the one who transformed your woman into that weapon. You used your Dual Weapon Cultivation Core to transmogrify her into a Legendary Blade.” 
 
    That sounded like gibberish to me. I spit to the side, heedless of needing to clean the carpet later. “That’s it, asshole,” I said, shifting the weapon into a two-handed stance. “It’s go time.” 
 
    Eliezer might have called himself the Peak Supreme God. He could sure make a fancy light show inside of his tent. But he’d done something to Anna, and if I was ever going to experience another awesome night like the one I’d just had with her, I needed to rescue her from his clutches. 
 
    “I’m mad as hell,” I snapped, readying myself for battle, “and I’m not going to take it anymore—” 
 
    Eliezer struck. You wouldn’t have thought an old man could move like that, like lightning striking a tree, but Eliezer was no ordinary old man. His glaive materialized in his hands mid-strike, aiming at the same spot where he’d punched a hole through me the first time. His mistake. 
 
    This time, I was ready for him. 
 
    The steel blade of the glaive met my scythe, sparks flying. Eliezer was fast, but his attack held a curious sort of weakness—as if he were merely testing my defenses, not going for the killing blow. Was he trying to take it easy on me? I’d show him! 
 
    “Well done,” Eliezer said, cocking an eyebrow. I got the distinct impression he wasn’t the sort of man who dispensed praise easily. “You have grown in your power, young Eric.” 
 
    “You’re damn right,” I snorted, cocky as a bull. “Come on—try it again.” 
 
    Eliezer chuckled and shook his head. The glaive vanished, and he spread his arms wide. For a moment, he was just an old man, embracing the open air as if he were waiting for a hug. 
 
    “No. You attack me,” he said, that teasing lilt still in his tone. “Show me your finest strike!” 
 
    He was really going to let me get a free hit on him? Shit, I wouldn’t waste it, then. 
 
    My knuckles turned white as I gripped the scythe as hard as I could. A quick feint to the left made him tense—then I shot to the right, moving like an arrow in flight as the steel of my scythe sought flesh. 
 
    This is for Anna, asshole, I thought, closing the gap. And all those people you murdered! 
 
    Eliezer’s eyes widened briefly. Then, an instant before my weapon sank home, he smiled and traced a symbol with his right hand. 
 
    A deep gash appeared in the air, like a tapestry that had been torn in two. Warm, balmy air blew through the rip in space, green trees and blue sky on the other side. 
 
    It was too late to stop my swing. I tumbled forward, sailing through the portal Eliezer had just created.  
 
    The temperature warmed around me as I fell through the portal, sunshine beaming down on my naked body as I landed in a tangle of vines and branches. The sounds of a jungle reached my ears, birdsong and the buzzing of insects warring with the hooting of monkeys and other predators. 
 
    I let go of the scythe as I struggled to my hands and knees. The bladed weapon dropped into a tangle of vines, shimmered, and resolved into the form of a woman. Of Anna. She was back—except she’d never really left, had she? Eliezer had been right all along. The woman was the weapon. 
 
    Anna looked extremely surprised to find herself no longer in my bed. She scrambled to her knees, a flimsy nightshift even thinner than the kimonos back at the county fair clinging to her sleek body. It hid nothing, merely augmenting her already gorgeous body. The transformation she’d gone through right after we finished having sex hadn’t changed—a pair of horns extended from the sides of her head, she still had the elf ears, and her ash-blonde hair still had that purplish tinge. 
 
    “What the fuck…?” Anna turned around to see me standing there, naked. “What the fuck happened, Eric? For a minute, I felt like I was… somewhere else.” 
 
    My ears pricked up. “Oh yeah?” I asked, reaching out for her. “Where were you, Anna? What happened?” 
 
    I wanted to know what she felt when she became a weapon. But if I thought there’d be an easy answer to that question, I was sadly mistaken. 
 
    “I’m… I’m really not sure,” Anna said, rubbing her forehead. A faint sheen of sweat stood out on her skin, brought on by the jungle heat. Soon enough that tight white slip of hers would be soaked through completely. “I felt… sharp. And angry. It’s all kind of fading now—the more I try to hold onto the memories, the more they slip away…” 
 
    “That’s because you are still untutored,” a voice said, brimming with laughter. “Both you and Eric.” 
 
    I turned sharply, groaning as Eliezer floated to the ground a few feet away. He touched down gently, his hands folded in the arms of his robes. Unlike Anna and I, he looked as unruffled as could be. You’d never have thought the two of us had just been locked in combat. 
 
    “Your nudity does not suit this realm,” Eliezer pronounced harshly. “Neither does your companion’s clothing. These things must be remedied before you can begin your journey.” 
 
    The Peak Supreme God snapped his fingers. Clothing appeared on Anna’s body—an Asian-style tunic cut low in the front, the fabric a rich crimson with gold and purple highlights. Stylish boots wrapped around her long, sultry legs, more appropriate for a walk through the woods than bare feet. She looked like a serving girl you’d see in the Emperor’s palace in a fantasy movie—the kind whose duties involved entertaining men with conversation and music while serving them food and drink. Almost like a courtesan. 
 
    A moment later, fabric settled on my skin, and I realized I was clothed as well. My own robes were a rich, dark silk that absorbed the light of the jungle sun yet remained cool. Long trousers stretched all the way down my legs, where I wore a pair of pointed black shoes. 
 
    Comfortable, I told myself, plucking at the fabric. 
 
    “Much better,” Eliezer said, as if he were agreeing with my thought. 
 
    I stood on solid earth, the ground beneath my new boots spongey. The smell of moss and mildew filled my nostrils, warring with the scent of jungle heat. 
 
    “Where the hell are we?” I asked, putting my hands on my hips. I no longer had a weapon to fight Eliezer with, but that didn’t mean I was defenseless. “Where have you taken us?” 
 
    A blinking line of text rolled across my vision. These words were larger than the ones I’d seen before, as if announcing a new movie or some grand event. They floated in the air longer than usual, like whoever wrote them wanted to be absolutely sure they were seen: 
 
      
 
    You have entered a Mana Zone (Verdant Ruins: Realm 1) 
 
      
 
    Well. That explained absolutely nothing. 
 
    “Anna, are you seeing this?” I asked, noticing the look on her face. For once Anna’s features had scrunched up at the sight of the strange words, as if they were visible to people other than me. 
 
    “I’m seeing it,” Anna said, cocking her head to the side. “I just don’t know what it means. It looks like something from a video game…” 
 
    A video game? That made a disturbing amount of sense. After all, if Eliezer was the Supreme God of the universe or whatever, didn’t that kind of make him the architect of this realm? His powers certainly fit into the mold I understood from the games I’d played back in college. I didn’t have a lot of time for gaming these days, but I’d poured countless hours into MMO’s like Final Fantasy XI and World of Warcraft. Often to the detriment of my studies. 
 
    Shit, I thought. Who knew I was actually training for this? 
 
    A vibration in my chest caught my attention. The thing inside me pulsed rapidly for a few seconds, then rested. After a brief break, it started the whole thing over again. It reminded me of a phone set to vibrate, so I tried rubbing the lump in my side. Nothing happened. 
 
    “Close your eyes and concentrate,” Eliezer said, unprompted. “Your Core will automatically do that the first time you enter an area. You will need to take stock of your abilities before you begin exploring.” 
 
    I didn’t feel much like listening to Eliezer after everything he’d done to us. But he quite literally held our lives in his hands. So I closed my eyes, trying to block out all the panicked thoughts of where we’d ended up, and focused on that strange black mass inside of me. 
 
    White words flashed across the inside of my eyelids: 
 
      
 
    Eric: Black Core (Dual Weapon Cultivation) 
 
    Realm 1: Level 3: Stage 1: Early Core Formation 
 
      
 
    Huh. Alright. That definitely felt like something out of a video game. Some of the words made sense to me—‘Level 3’ was clear as day, for example, although I wasn’t sure how much power difference there was between levels in this world. But what the hell did ‘Early Core Formation’ mean? Dual Weapon felt self-explanatory, meaning I could probably use two weapons at once. But ‘Cultivation’? 
 
    I was about to ask Anna what her own readout said when she closed her eyes and went quiet. Reciting in a loud voice, she read: 
 
      
 
    Anna: Weapon Core (Scythe) 
 
    Realm 1: Level 1: Stage 1: Early Mana Gateway 
 
      
 
    So she was at a lower level than me. I’d have to remember that and make sure to keep her safe. The rest of it I didn’t really understand, but I was sure Eliezer was just itching to tell me. 
 
    “Very good,” the old man said, taking a step backward. No—floating backward, the same way he’d done on the way in. Show-off, I thought. “You have taken your first steps into this Realm. You should be able to feel your Core within you now, Eric. It is eager for you to begin sharpening your skills, discovering your true potential.” 
 
    I didn’t feel it. And then, suddenly, I did. 
 
    The world around me went quiet, my hearing sharpening like I was listening to the world through a pair of expensive headphones. I could hear the chittering of every insect in the trees, the trickle of tiny creek over the next hill as it wound through the rushes. Life surrounded me. Energy surrounded me. And as my Core shifted within my body, moving like a living thing, I became aware of just how much life surrounded me at all times. 
 
    It felt like enlightenment. The sort of things monks meditated under trees for years to understand. All living and nonliving things were connected, caught in a web of energy that permeated all of existence. A sense of awe overwhelmed me as my senses pushed outward, trying to feel everything at once. The energy of my Core seeped out into the jungle, resonating out over the trees at a vibration as old as life itself. 
 
    Anna felt it. “What is that?” she whispered, watching the branches of a nearby tree tremble. 
 
    Eliezer smiled. “It is him,” he said, pointing a bony finger at me. “You should be careful, young man. When you send signals like that across the Realm, you’re letting everything nearby know that there’s a Core in the area.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Anna scanned the trees around us, shading her eyes with a hand across her forehead. 
 
    I felt the creatures approach before I heard them. They crawled up the nearby trees, chittering to each other in high, piercing tones. While I could sense them getting closer, my powers hadn’t developed to the point where I could tell what they were—so it was a surprise to open my eyes and see the canopy around us brimming with squirrels. 
 
    A warning flashed in front of my vision: 
 
      
 
    Monsters Detected! 
 
    Nippers 
 
      
 
    Either Anna hadn’t seen the warning, or she’d disregarded it. She stepped closer to the trees, cocking her neck to see the tiny creatures dancing in a nearby tree. One of the Nippers flipped in mid-air, swinging from a vine like an acrobat from branch to branch. Anna clapped with glee as it landed, utterly impressed. 
 
    “They’re cute!” Anna’s eyes lit up, like she was already imagining taking one home as a pet. “Look at them, Eric—they’re fucking adorable!” 
 
    “Uh, Anna?” I took a step forward, getting within arm’s reach of Anna. I got the distinct impression I might need to pull her away before things got ugly. “I don’t think these guys are here to welcome us to the jungle…” 
 
    Anna laughed. “You’re in the jungle, baby!” she sang, imitating an off-key Axl Rose. “You’re gonna die!” 
 
    “Anna, get behind me,” I said in a warning tone. She’d been joking, but I’d already noticed that other than one dancing, cavorting Nipper, the rest held themselves back with serious expressions. Almost as if the one creature was a decoy, intended to lure us into a false sense of security. 
 
    “Just a second, Eric,” Anna said, brushing my hand away. “Look at you, little guy! Who’s a cute little squirrel! That’s right, you are…” 
 
    “Anna!”  
 
    The Nippers in the trees began to move. 
 
    Anna trailed off, frowning as she squinted at something I couldn’t see. “Monsters…Nippers? These things are monsters…?” 
 
    The dancing Nipper landed with a flourish on the jungle floor. As one, the entire tribe of them turned eyes on Anna. A red glow lit up their eyes, their mouths peeling back to reveal long, crooked fangs. Their bushy tails straightened out, going from the adorable question mark shapes I recognized to a flat edge like a knife. 
 
    They no longer looked like cute, cuddly animals. They might have been tiny, but these things were predators. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I pulled Anna out of the way just as the closest Nipper struck. The one who’d been dancing around and showing off only moments ago sprang forward, its fangs flashing in the light as it tried to sink them into Anna’s flesh. She screamed, falling on her ass into a pile of leaves as more Nippers jumped into the fray. 
 
    “Shit!” I leapt between her and the creatures, trying to give her enough distance to escape. “Eliezer, help me out here!” 
 
    The Peak Supreme God cocked an eyebrow. “Who, me? I’m just an old man, Eric. You must handle these creatures on your own.” 
 
    Great. Not only had I not been warned about these monsters, I’d also have to fend them off on my own. 
 
    I had no weapon—I’d lost my scythe when Anna reappeared on the forest floor. But the Nippers weren’t large, and while their fangs certainly looked vicious, they probably couldn’t bite deep enough through my skin to do serious damage. Probably. 
 
    A Nipper launched itself from a nearby branch, spreading its arms as it soared toward me. Its tiny limbs concealed a membrane stretching from its paws to its hips, like those of a flying squirrel. Although the name was something of a misnomer—technically, all the creature could do was glide. 
 
    So instead of flying into my face and gnawing on my right ear, you could say it glided into my face. Still hurt like the devil, though. 
 
    “Fuck!” I wrapped a hand around the Nipper and tossed it, aiming at one of the creatures still waiting on a branch. A piece of my ear flew off along with the monster, droplets of blood staining the leaves. “Jesus! I feel like Evander Holyfield!” 
 
    The Nippers gave me no time to regroup. A half-dozen jumped onto the forest floor, surrounding me with their tiny knife-like tails. A trio soared past me on those flabby membranes, their glowing red eyes fixed on Anna. 
 
    “Get back!” I commanded, waving Anna away. “Let me handle this—” 
 
    I screamed in pain as tiny fangs sank into my arms. The squirrels acted like teeny-tiny vampires, only instead of trying to drink my blood, they just focused on making as many puncture wounds as possible. Four of them latched onto my right arm, weighing it down with squirrel meat as they nibbled and gnawed. Grabbing them one at a time, I used them as projectiles to try and knock some of the second wave out of the air. 
 
    It didn’t work. The squirrels were too agile. They’d practiced this. They were like cavemen bringing down a wooly mammoth: first they swarmed it, using numbers to overwhelm the larger foe. A death by a thousand cuts quickly followed. 
 
    I don’t know about a thousand, I thought, slamming my arm against a nearby tree to try and dislodge them. But it feels like I’ve got about a hundred fucking teeth marks right now… 
 
    Blood flowed from the wounds, dripping to the jungle floor. The world swam around me—I’d begun to get light-headed. If we didn’t find some way to turn the tide soon, I’d pass out—and then the Nippers would have their way with me and Anna. 
 
    “Anna!” I spun around, trying to catch up to her. She’d scooted backward across the jungle floor, kicking out at the trio of Nippers giving chase. For the moment, they seemed content to tease her with a few nibbles and slashes—but soon, their bloodlust would kick in, and they’d give her the same thrashing they were laying down on me. There was only one way to stop it. 
 
    I needed my scythe back. 
 
    “They’re trying to eat me!” Anna shrieked, her eyes wide with horror. The creatures she’d called cute and adorable only a few moments ago moved in closer, eager for the kill. “Eric, help—!” 
 
    “You have to turn back into the scythe!” I screamed, gritting my teeth from the pain. Fuck, it felt like a couple of the Nipper’s fangs were all the way down to the bone! “I need that weapon!” 
 
    Anna kicked out frantically as a Nipper settled on her leg. “I don’t know how!” 
 
    I didn’t, either. But if I didn’t figure it out, we were both dead. 
 
    Asking hadn’t done anything. But then again, asking wasn’t what Anna had wanted in the bedroom. She’d wanted to be commanded—almost to be owned, like an object. Maybe a command was what she needed? 
 
    “Anna,” I roared, forgetting the pain in my limbs. “I command you to take the form of the Scythe!” 
 
    An instant later, Anna’s body exploded in a psychedelic glow. Colors washed over her body, sending the Nippers on top of her screaming into the brush. Her form shimmered, turning transparent for a brief moment, then reforming into the great curved weapon I knew so well. 
 
    My scythe lay on the forest floor, freshly sharpened and ready for carnage. 
 
    I bolted for it, ignoring the Nippers snapping at my heels. Several of them still clung to my arm, sinking their fangs up and down my arm like a fucking sewing machine, but I could handle those soon enough. The moment my fingers closed around the jeweled handle of the scythe, I was fully in control. 
 
    The weapon felt like an extension of my own body. I knew it as intimately as I’d known Anna’s body the night before. 
 
    At the sight of it, the Nippers’ red eyes filled with caution. The ones still in the trees managed to stop themselves from jumping into the fray, but the ones clinging to my body were far too committed now. Their beady eyes narrowed at the sight of my weapon, their tails flexing as they prepared for combat. 
 
    I choked up my grip on the handle on one arm, and drew the belly of the blade across my other arm, taking off the Nippers like I was shaving with a giant razor. The blade sliced through the Nippers like they weren’t even there, decapitating three in a single swing. Blood poured from their neck stumps as Nipper heads rolled across the jungle floor like a dropped bag of limes. 
 
    A quick twist dislodged the last two Nippers. I switched the scythe to a two-handed grip, pointedly ignoring the pain in my forearm and the blood on my robes. Only one thing mattered: killing all of these beasts before they could do any more damage. 
 
    It turned out to be pretty easy. They were tiny, vicious bastards, but they were still squirrels. The scythe flashed in my hands again and again, doing tricks I’d never have thought myself capable of. I spun it like a wheel, sparks flying from the tip as I swished the whole thing at a nearby tree, slicing through the trunk. It collapsed to the forest floor, giving the Nippers nowhere to hide. 
 
    Up close, they had no chance of laying a paw on me. They melted before me like a field of snow, Nipper bits flying in all directions as I tore them apart. By the time I was done, the jungle floor was littered with miniature squirrel parts. The place looked like a Build-A-Bear franchise from Hell. 
 
    Eventually, I realized I had no more enemies to fight. The last of the Nippers gurgled and died, torn in two. I stared at the scythe in my hands, something tugging at my brain, then tossed it into the air with both hands, flexing my fingers. A glow enveloped the weapon at the top of its arc, and by the time it hit the ground, it had transformed back into Anna. 
 
    She swayed unsteadily on her feet, a little surprised to be back in human form. “Oh wow,” she said, glancing with disgust over the carpet of disemboweled squirrel carcasses. “That was a fucking massacre, Eric. Geez, I kinda wish it was like last time when I didn’t remember so much.” 
 
    “Do what now?” I asked. Her voice distracted me from my thoughts. “You remember me using you as a weapon?” 
 
    Anna clutched the sides of her head with her hands, like she was coming down from a major-league bout with brain freeze. “Kinda?” she panted, blinking a few times to clear her vision. “I mean, I know I was in your arms, and I was all... sharp and angry. Most of it’s still a blur, but I guess it’s a little less of a blur than last time?” 
 
    The rustle of fabric behind me made me turn. Eliezer stood there, a pleased look on his ancient face. 
 
    “The two of you grow closer through combat,” he said, sounding amused. “It won’t be long before your Anna recollects being your weapon as clearly as she remembers being your woman.” 
 
    Again that strange dichotomy between the woman I caressed in my bed and the weapon I caressed in the fight. I sensed that Eliezer wanted me to ask more about it, probe those mysteries, but I wasn’t feeling much like doing what the Peak Supreme God wanted at the moment. 
 
    “Why the fuck didn’t you warn me?” I growled, turning away from Anna. “Those things could have killed us!” 
 
    “The Nippers?” Eliezer dismissed the field of dead squirrels with a wave of his hand. “Bah! They’re nothing but fodder!” 
 
    I looked down at one of the creatures I’d slaughtered. If this was what a cute, cuddly animal had in store for me in this world, I shuddered to think of the kind of hurt a real predator could inflict. 
 
    “You received ample notice of their intentions,” Eliezer chided. “Do you not read the messages that appear in the air, Eric?” 
 
    “I do,” I said, the thought of the strange messages making my brain skip like a record knocked out of the groove. “But this is all so…” 
 
    “Exciting?” Eliezer suggested. “Exhilarating?” 
 
    “Much,” I said, flatly. “It’s all so much.” 
 
    “Well,” Eliezer said, “if you need me to tell you everything, there’s a little more on its way. A lot more, actually.” He sighed. “I think you’ll find her quite… distracting.”  
 
    As I turned, following his gaze, a cry echoed through the woods. My heart was still pounding from the fight with the Nippers. “Halt! Who goes there?” 
 
    I nearly commanded Anna to transform back into the scythe. The words stood ready on my lips as the person who’d yelled stepped through the treeline, entering our little clearing. Yet when I saw the newcomer, the command died before it could be spoken. 
 
    She was beautiful. A slender, buxom blonde crossed the forest floor, stepping around the corpses of Nippers. Her hair was done up in a long ponytail, trailing down her back as she walked. Her robes shone with the same shade as the jungle around us, a rich, verdant green like the depths of a jade stone. A curved sword hung at her side, halfway out of the sheath with her fingers around the hilt. Clearly this woman was just as dangerous as she was gorgeous. 
 
    As she drew closer, words appeared in my vision: 
 
      
 
    Cultivator Detected! 
 
    Realm 1: Level 1: Stage 3 (Late Mana Gateway Cultivator) 
 
      
 
    “Um, Eric?” Anna took a step to the side as the woman advanced, her eyes on the curved sword. “She looks like she knows how to use that sword…” 
 
    “I can see that,” I said, catching the newcomer’s eye. “There’s no need for that. My friend and I just got attacked by these little demonic squirrels—as you can see, there was quite the battle. But it’s over now.” 
 
    Another inch of steel shone from the woman’s sheath. “What are you two doing in here?” she demanded, glaring at me, then at Anna. She held her weapon like she was ready to strike at a moment’s notice, and from the way she gripped the hilt, I had no doubt she could have that blade out within a heartbeat. “The Verdant Ruins are a Mana Zone, restricted to members of the Hollow Frog Guild. Unless we’ve picked up a few new recruits while my back was turned, the two of you are trespassing.” 
 
    Some welcome party, I thought, holding up my hands. With Anna in human form I was unarmed, and it would take far too long for her to transform for the scythe to be of any use. Honestly, even if I had the scythe, I doubted my ability to hold my own against the woman. She looked even more like a weapon in human form than Anna did. 
 
    “The old man brought us here,” I said, jerking a thumb over my shoulder. “His name’s Eliezer, and according to him he’s something called the ‘Peak Supreme God’. I’m Eric, and this is Anna.” 
 
    “His girlfriend,” Anna added, giving me a little smile. 
 
    For a moment, the newcomer’s eyes went as large as saucers. She snorted, her long ponytail shaking back and forth with barely suppressed laughter. 
 
    “Well, lying certainly isn’t your strong suit,” she said, drawing her curved blade. It sang as it left the sheathe, sending a high, piercing note through the jungle. “Though I have to give you points for style. Claiming you met the Peak Supreme God is certainly an audacious lie, at the very least.” 
 
    “It’s the truth!” I protested, getting irritated. “He’s right there—” 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder. Eliezer wasn’t there. At some point between the Nipper fight and the arrival of our newcomer, he’d simply disappeared. As a God is wont to do, I suppose. 
 
    “Fuck,” I swore. “Of course he dips out now, right when I need him...” 
 
    “The two of you will come with me,” the blonde explained. From the way she held that sword, I knew there’d be no arguing with her. “I’m taking you to Guildmaster Ji. If it turns out you’re lying—and I have no doubt that you are—you’ll face the justice of a Late Embryonic Soul cultivator.” She shook her head. “Peak Supreme God…” 
 
    Anna took a step closer to the newcomer. Dappled shade from the trees bathed her face in a chiaroscuro of light and shadow. “He really is telling the truth,” she explained, her lips a tight little line as she explained. “We met Eliezer back on Earth. He brought us here, because he wants Eric to walk something called the Eternal Dao.” 
 
    The newcomer looked taken aback. “Hmm,” she said, running a thumb along the underside of her chin. “That is an interesting thing to claim. And neither of you seem worried at all to be interrogated by a Late Embryonic Soul…” 
 
    “I have no idea what that is,” I said with a shrug. “Look, I’ll gladly go wherever you want me to go. We’re lost in the jungle—we quite literally don’t know which way is up. But whenever we get to this Guildmaster Ji person, I’m going to want some answers.” 
 
    The woman stared deep into my eyes, as if she were trying to see the soul beneath the skin. A sensation like pins and needles washed over me, the Core within my abdomen quivering. What was this woman doing to me? 
 
    Finally, she came to a decision. She sheathed her blade as quickly as she drew it, the steel disappearing within the ornate sheathe at her side. “My name is Hazel,” she said, brushing an errant lock of hair from her eyes. “You said you are Eric, correct? And this is Anna?” 
 
    “Nice to meet you,” my girlfriend said. Fuck, I guess I could call her my girlfriend now. “What were you doing out here in the jungle, Hazel? Looking for wayward souls?” 
 
    “Hoping to get into a fight with some demon squirrels?” I asked, nodding toward the pile of tiny bodies beneath the trees. 
 
    Hazel shook her head. “I’m hunting for Cores,” she said, gesturing for us to follow her through the jungle. “The Verdant Ruins are excellent for farming alone, although most people prefer to hunt for Cores in a group.” 
 
    “And you don’t?” I asked, stepping around a large vine in the path. After my encounter with the Nippers, I wasn’t taking anything on faith—I double-checked every plant we came across, keeping my eyes peeled for any animals that might be lurking in the brush. 
 
    Hazel shrugged. “I prefer to work alone,” she said simply, the words like a door slamming shut. 
 
    There’s definitely something there she doesn’t want to talk about, I thought, sharing a glance with Anna. I wonder why this woman is so intent on going against the grain? I almost thought to ask, but I’d angered our new guide enough as it was. The last thing I wanted was for her to draw that steel on me again—at least until I had a weapon of my own. 
 
    The ground sloped upward sharply from the clearing where we’d fought the Nippers. Gauging the time of day proved almost impossible, as the trees above us were so thick that only pale, dim light filtered through the thick branches. We crossed a small stream, Hazel leaping across like an acrobat while Anna and I balanced on a log in the path, and kept on walking for what felt like an hour. 
 
    As the adrenaline from the fight left me, I found myself flagging. I’d neither eaten or slept since my date with Anna, and both of us were exhausted. Hazel didn’t seem to notice, however, or perhaps she didn’t care. She led us mercilessly, looking back over her shoulder occasionally to make sure we followed in her wake but never stopping. 
 
    Eventually, we reached a ruin. Stone pillars stood out from the landscape, the remains of a much larger temple complex. Most of them had half-collapsed into the loamy soil, overgrown with moss or covered in strange, stubby mushrooms. Here and there you could get a sense of the original structure. Half of a wall remained standing against a grove of trees, bent inward near the top as if a giant had used it as a cushion. 
 
    We’d neared the center of the ruins when Hazel stopped suddenly. The blonde held up a hand, calling us to a stop for the first time since we’d set off. “Halt,” she whispered, glancing over her shoulder at me. “Can you sense it? My Mortal Sense is barely activated, but as an Early Core Formation, you should have a better grasp of Mortal Sense.” 
 
    Mortal Sense? What the hell was that? Then, I realized. It must have been something along the lines of what Eliezer had taught me.  
 
    Closing my eyes, I pushed outward with my senses, the energy in my Core seeping out into the living world surrounding me. The sudden onslaught of sensory information overwhelmed me: focusing on any one thing was like trying to play chess and run a marathon at the same time. I could feel the ants rummaging through the soil, taste the faded blood where sacrifices had been carried out in this temple thousands of years ago. I felt Anna’s blood coursing through her veins, the beat quickening as her nervousness with the sudden stop increased. 
 
    “What am I supposed to be sensing?” I finally asked. I saw the words leave my lips—not as words, but as vibrations in the air. 
 
    That clinched it. As I watched the words dissipate, before Hazel could even give me an answer, I saw what she’d been trying to direct me toward. The air around this temple trembled, like the ripples of water in the glass when the T-Rex approached in Jurassic Park. I had no doubt a similar threat awaited my party. 
 
    “Never mind—I feel it,” I said, cutting off Hazel’s reply. “What the hell is it—” 
 
    The section of wall collapsed. The trees behind the stone shook back and forth, sending the ancient stone collapsing to the forest floor like a Jenga tower with one too many pieces missing. As the smoke cleared, we saw a dark shadow climbing the trees, much larger than a human. 
 
    “Oh no,” Hazel said, reaching for her blade. “This is not good…” 
 
    Words flashed in my vision: 
 
      
 
    Monster Detected! 
 
    Marsh Croc (Realm 1: Level 2) 
 
      
 
    “A Marsh Croc?” I asked, as if the words weren’t right in front of my face.  
 
    According to the readout, it was Level Two—which still put it at a lower power level than yours truly. From the way Hazel reacted to it, though, I knew this thing would put up a way tougher fight than those Nippers.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Marsh Croc dropped from the trees, landing on its back and rolling across the jungle floor. Several times larger than an ordinary crocodile, the beast could have given a Clydesdale horse a run for its money in the size department. Even Steve Erwin—rest his soul—wouldn’t have dared tangle with a reptile like this. Its scales resembled overlapping plates of armor, covering the creature from head to toe. Its underbelly seemed unarmored, which I made a quick mental note of. 
 
    The Croc’s powerful tail swished back and forth as it licked its jaws. Just like the Nippers from earlier, an unearthly red glow lit up this monster’s eyes. It was hungry, and we’d just intruded on its territory. Small wonder we hadn’t seen any other monsters in these ruins—the Marsh Croc had turned this place into its lair. 
 
    “Get back,” Hazel snarled, pushing me out of the way. She held her sword, sure and strong, sizing the beast up. “I can handle this…” 
 
    “Like hell you can!” I looked from the monster to Hazel. “That thing’s a higher level than you are! You’re going to need my help to bring it down!” 
 
    Hazel scoffed. “Normally I’d run,” she said, speaking more to herself than to me, “but with three people, that’s not going to be possible. Stay where you are—you’re just going to do more harm than good!” 
 
    With that, Hazel launched herself forward. I couldn’t help but be impressed with the grace and fluidity of her stance. She moved like a dancer, side-stepping past a swing of the brute’s muscular tail and raising her sword above her head. The blade came down, sparks flying off the Marsh Croc’s scales as the steel struck. 
 
    The monster shrugged off the blow. Not even a mark remained on the spot where Hazel’s sword hit—it was like she’d missed entirely. 
 
    “Damn it!” Hazel danced backward, the Marsh Croc’s jaws snapping shut inches from her shoulder. “It’s heavily armored!” 
 
    “Yeah, no shit,” I growled. “We need to tear a couple chunks off if we’re going to do some serious damage. Anna, could you—” 
 
    “I’m on it!” Anna had been watching the fight, her face scrunched up with concentration. Now she closed her eyes, bringing her hands together in front of her cleavage as if she were praying. A moment later that psychedelic wave of light washed over her, altering her form, and my scythe floated a few inches over the ground. 
 
    Killer, I thought, taking hold of it. The weapon felt good in my hands, like clutching a firm handful of Anna’s supple flesh. I liked it more and more each time we entered combat together. There was something intimate, almost sexual, about using my girlfriend in this awesome, violent way. 
 
    I turned back to the battle. Hazel caught a glancing blow from the Marsh Croc’s tail, blood streaming from her nostrils as she nearly lost her balance. With a grunt, she sheathed her sword, concentrating instead on her outstretched palms. A golden glow lit up her fingers, the air around her body shimmering with energy. 
 
    I wouldn’t have been able to tell you anything about that glow a few minutes ago—my knowledge of it would have ended at ‘looks like some cool magic shit’. But with the altered senses Eliezer had taught me to use, I could sense Hazel drawing some of the energy from the world around her into her fists. The trees around her were almost glad to provide her with power, the sunlight on their branches glistening brighter as they passed their essence to her. Whatever power or ‘cultivation’ Hazel used to fight, it was a thing of the earth—a thing of life. 
 
    As the glow around her fingers became blinding, Hazel balled her hands into fists and struck.  
 
      
 
    Hazel Casts Stinging Fist Flurry! 
 
      
 
    Blows rained down on the Marsh Croc’s side, Hazel making sure to stay in the safe zone where neither the creature’s tail or its jaws could reach. Yet nothing seemed to faze the monster. The golden glow dissipated across its scales, the energy of Hazel’s strikes returning to whence it came without doing serious damage. 
 
    Now I understood my mistake. I’d thought of those scales as individual units of armor that needed to be broken off in order to provide access to the creature’s weak points. I’d pictured each one with its own little number of hit points, like the first phase of a boss fight in an RPG. Instead, those scales worked together to absorb impacts. Breaking off a single piece was going to be nearly impossible—which meant we had to flip the beast over somehow. Get access to that soft white underbelly and bring it down. 
 
    Fortunately, I had an idea of how to do just that. 
 
    “Hazel!” I roared, leaping to the other side of the Marsh Croc. Its sideways-facing eyes swiveled, trying to keep track of both me and Hazel at the same time. “Get your sword ready!” 
 
    Her eyebrows furrowed together—clearly she didn’t think I was capable of this. Yet she reached for the sword at her side, drawing it out as the creature decided Hazel was the greater threat. It turned, aiming a lazy swipe with its tail at my head as it focused on Hazel—giving me the momentum to do what I needed to do. 
 
    I dropped to a crouch, swinging the scythe in a low arc like a farmer trying to cut wheat. The tip hit the Marsh Croc below the line of its scales, piercing its side in a gout of blood. 
 
    It roared with mingled pain and rage. I wasn’t done. My muscles flexed as I pushed inward with all my might, both hands on the jeweled hilt of the scythe. The tip dug into the ground, deep beneath the Marsh Croc. The blade was wedged between the monster’s belly and the earth. Using the head of the shaft as a fulcrum, I heaved with all my might, placing all my weight and strength onto the scythe’s handle.  
 
    There was no way Hazel or I could have lifted the Marsh Croc on our own. The beast was far too heavy, even for two people working as a team. But I’d been paying enough attention back in school to remember levers and pulleys. 
 
    The scythe flipped upward, launching the Marsh Croc nearly onto its side. Two of its massive legs kicked against the open air, providing a brief window to hit the soft, unarmored underbelly. 
 
    Hazel did not miss her chance. 
 
    The blonde struck deep into the creature’s underside, seeking its heart. The Marsh Croc roared with pain, its tail going crazy as it struggled to right itself. A blow against the side of my head from the monster’s tail sent me staggering to my knees, but I kept hold of the scythe, not wanting to lose my weapon when the fight wasn’t over yet. 
 
    “Ha! Look at that!” Hazel danced backward before the creature could do to her what it had done to me, pulling her sword free of the Marsh Croc. Blood dripped down the curved blade, with more spreading beneath the monster as it wriggled across the jungle floor. “One more of those and we should be able to kill it!” 
 
    I grinned. We’d done some damage to the Croc, alright. When Hazel and I worked as a team, there was nothing we couldn’t do. I felt closer to her already— 
 
    The Marsh Croc turned to me and roared, its fangs glowing with greenish-blue energy. My senses allowed me to feel the monster drawing power into itself, only instead of Hazel’s tree-borrowing trick, this creature pulled energy from the air around it. My skin hummed with the vibrations, a wave of coldness sending the hair on the back of my neck standing on end with a sudden chill. 
 
    Words appeared above the Marsh Croc’s head. In contrast to the messages from earlier, these words glowed bright red like a warning: 
 
      
 
    Marsh Croc Casts Gust! 
 
      
 
    The Marsh Croc’s roar became a miniature tornado. A wall of wind erupted from between its jaws, tossing me right off my feet. It slammed into me with the force of an oncoming truck, tearing away my senses as the Gust tossed me across the jungle like a paper doll. 
 
    Even as I panicked, the part of my brain Eliezer taught to sense things watched this unfold with a clinical eye. I noted the way the wind swirled around the Marsh Croc as it charged, the way it twisted downdrafts and currents to create chaos out of the order of life. Even as my broken body slammed into a nearby tree, crumpling to the ground, part of me rejoiced at the changes in barometric pressure and humidity going on. I felt the speed of the gust, the zephyrs it used to alter the landscape, the pressure differential as the wave finally crested and began to ebb. 
 
    There was knowledge in the pain. 
 
    By the time I came back to myself, it felt like every bone in my body was broken. It took a couple of tries to make it back to my feet, but somehow I managed. I couldn’t be hurt that bad if I was still able to get upright—while the Marsh Croc’s Gust hurt almost as bad as Eliezer’s spear, I reckoned I was probably more bruised than broken. 
 
    Meanwhile, the Marsh Croc had righted itself and now turned its attention on Hazel. Without me to provide a counterbalance, the blonde warrior had no luck getting through the monster’s thick scales. She ducked nimbly away again and again, dodging its jaws, yet I could feel her beginning to tire. She mustn’t have been used to fights lasting this long—and, on a deeper level than sight, I could sense that the trick she’d pulled had left her drained somehow. She’d expected the Stinging Fist Flurry technique to bring the Marsh Croc down, and when it hadn’t, she’d been left flailing. 
 
    Hazel missed a step, tumbling over a vine in her path. She went down in a pile of leaves, swearing as she stumbled and landed on her ass. The Marsh Croc gibbered like a madman, crawling toward her with the excitement of the kill. 
 
    I did the only thing I could think of—picked up a rock on the floor and tossed it at the monster’s head. It hit, right between the eyes. 
 
    The Marsh Croc turned, anger in its beady red eyes. 
 
    “That’s right, bitch!” I yelled, cupping my hands around my mouth. “You’re not ready for a second helping—you haven’t finished the first one yet!” 
 
    The beast charged. I scanned the undergrowth around me, looking for the scythe, but it was nowhere to be found. Shit! 
 
    More green energy flowed around the Marsh Croc’s fangs as it came into range, charging up another of those awful Gusts. Another head-on blow from that magic and it would break bones. Leaving me helpless to defend myself. 
 
    The Marsh Croc opened its mouth, preparing another miniature tornado. This time, I fancied I could almost see the currents forming between its jaws, like a toy being built on an assembly line on fast forward. What the hell? 
 
    Only then did I realize there were words in the corner of my vision. They’d been there ever since I flew through the air—I’d just been too dazed to notice them: 
 
      
 
    Wood Comprehension Increased! 
 
      
 
    Initiating Memorize Stage (Gust: Level 1) 
 
    Memorize Stage reached 10% (Gust: Level 1) 
 
      
 
    Along with the message came a line of scrolling symbols. Vines like the ones around my feet entwined with emerald leaves—whatever this thing I’d learned was, it had something to do with the earth. Like Hazel’s glowing palm ability. 
 
    Wait a second: Gust? Had I just learned the Marsh Croc’s ability by having it used on me? 
 
    There really was knowledge in the pain, wasn’t there? 
 
    The Marsh Croc roared loud enough to shake the jungle. The windstorm in its jaws became a maelstrom, the red warning flashing above its sleek body like a klaxon: 
 
      
 
    Marsh Croc Casts Gust! 
 
      
 
    Another wall of air cascaded across the jungle, sending vines and leaves in all directions. I heard Hazel scream over the sound of the storm. She knew damned well that this strike, if unblocked, would leave me in traction. 
 
    Which means I need to block it! A little voice in the back of my head screamed. 
 
    Before I knew what I was doing, I’d thrown both hands out in front of me. The Black Core inside my body pulsed like the heartbeat of a jogger at the end of a marathon. Somehow, it knew what to do, as though whatever Eliezer had put inside me carried some infused knowledge.  
 
    As the blast of concentrated energy reached me, my hands glowed with a golden energy that could have been the twin of Hazel’s. Only while hers was based around attacking, mine felt like defense: 
 
      
 
    Eric Casts Mana Shield! 
 
      
 
    A golden wall stood between my hands and the tornado. It was semi-transparent, turning the world on the other side to sepia like an old photograph. The wall shimmered like one of the energy shields from Halo, bending slightly inward as the full force of the Gust hit. 
 
    For a moment, I was certain it would hold. Then a deep crack formed in the golden shield, and the whole thing buckled inward. I hit the deck as the Gust punched through, breaking my makeshift shield to bits. 
 
    “Eric!” Hazel screamed, running toward me. “Noooo!” 
 
    The Marsh Croc’s second Gust held even more power than its first. If it hadn’t been for that Mana Shield, parrying the worst of it, I’d have been dead for sure. As it was, the dregs of the attack slammed me against a nearby tree, nearly knocking my unconscious. I grit my teeth, struggling to resist the urge to slump to the jungle floor and pass out. 
 
    More words flashed in the corner of my vision, expanding my knowledge: 
 
      
 
    Wood Comprehension Increased! 
 
    Memorize Stage reached 20% (Gust: Level 1) 
 
      
 
    Some consolation prize, I thought, pushing off the tree trunk. As the knowledge coursed through me, I realized I understood the Marsh Croc’s attack even better than before. I could see the threads of air swirling around it, preparing to knit themselves together like a tapestry into a third, even more powerful assault. I couldn’t let that happen. 
 
    “Hazel!” I grunted. Blood slurred the word; I had a split lip. I spit into the undergrowth, my hands shaking. “Get that fucking sword ready!” 
 
    Hazel came to a halt a few feet away from the Marsh Croc, her eyes wide with shock. 
 
    “No, don’t!” she warned, her face going pale. “You’re going to hurt yourself!” 
 
    Fuck that. If we wanted to stop this monster before it killed us both, we had to get to that weak point on its belly again. Which meant I needed to toss its own bullshit spell right back at it. 
 
    A thick vein in my neck pulsed with exertion as I reached out and seized the spirit of the air around me. I wrapped strands of energy around my fist the way I’d wrapped Anna’s hair around my fingers, and for the same reason: more leverage to go deeper. Greenish blue energy the same shade as the Marsh Croc’s exploded between my fingers as I charged my ability, preparing to unleash a spell of my own. 
 
      
 
    Eric Casts Gust! 
 
      
 
    I flung my hands out toward the monster, roaring like a lion. The Gust I created wasn’t anything like the Marsh Croc’s—not by a long shot. Where the sleek reptile had been able to kick up tornados with its jaws, my own spell produced the kind of wind that threw tumbleweeds across the street. Yet it was still power—and more importantly, the Marsh Croc hadn’t expected it. 
 
    It reared up, trying to go over the spell. Wind blew against its belly, and it toppled, landing flat on its back against the now-bare earth. The monster’s legs twitched spasmodically as it tried to right itself, its bulk constricting as sinuously as a snake. 
 
    Hazel wasted no time. She stabbed the creature in its unprotected stomach. The tip of her curved sword pierced the creature’s belly, sinking in deep. Her lips peeled back, exposing her white, even teeth as she forced the steel in deeper. Finally, she pierced the creature’s heart. 
 
    The Marsh Croc let out a mournful wail and went still. It slumped against the ground, its limbs like wet noodles. The monster was dead. 
 
    I went to go clap Hazel on the back—but I sank to my knees. All the strength left my limbs, oozing out into the forest around me. It felt like the opposite of what I’d experienced as I watched Hazel charging up her fist attack; like the world around me absorbed my energy instead of giving me some. Like I’d broken something in my Core, leaving it to leak like a cracked egg. 
 
    In an instant, Hazel was at my side. She smiled at me as she rolled me onto my back, yet her beautiful face was lined with worry. “You’re alright,” she assured me, reaching into a pouch at her side. “You’re going to be just fine, Eric. Take this.” 
 
    I didn’t feel fine. Another wave of dizziness washed over me. My chest ached, and a crackling pain shot through me when I reached up to take what Hazel was giving me.  
 
    I opened my fingers to see a small white pill, like an aspirin. 
 
    “What’s this?” I asked, my breathing difficult.  
 
    “A Healing Pill,” she said, emphasizing the capital letters. “Unrefined, but enough to mend your injuries. I think you have a couple of broken ribs, Eric.” 
 
    I had to agree with her assessment. I felt like I’d gone twelve rounds with a championship boxer and lost every one. I looked down at the small pill in my hand, my brow furrowing with disbelief. Even after everything I’d seen, all the magic around me, it seemed impossible that a tiny little pill could completely heal me. 
 
    Oh well, I thought. Worth a shot. I popped it in my mouth and swallowed, wincing as it slid down my throat. Taking pills without water was never easy. 
 
    Evidently satisfied, Hazel guided me back down to the jungle floor and started to clean her sword. She removed every speck of blood with a cloth before she sheathed it again. It was a meticulous thing, something learned from repetition. It almost seemed like a religious ritual, an act of worship to the lethal blade. Thinking of it now, I suppose it was. 
 
    When Hazel was done, she made her way over to the freshly-killed corpse of the Marsh Croc, taking a knife from her belt as she walked. Within moments, she’d removed the monster’s hide, then disemboweled it. She took out its organs and arranged them on the ground. Evidently in this world monsters had rare drops, like in a video game—only claiming them involved getting your hands dirty. 
 
    Slowly I began to feel better. The tide of dizziness receded, the pain in my chest fading to a dull ache, and my breathing came more easily. As Hazel continued scooping organs out of the Marsh Croc’s body, I sat up against the tree, waiting for my vision to clear. 
 
    “You have some Comprehension of Wood,” Hazel said, glancing up from the bloody corpse of the Marsh Croc. “You’re just full of surprises, aren’t you?” 
 
    I squinted. The world still looked a little blurry, but that was passing. “Comprehension of Wood?” 
 
    Hazel returned her attention to the monster. “The spell you used to throw the Marsh Croc onto its back,” she explained. “That was produced through a Comprehension of Wood, wasn’t it?” 
 
    Swaying slightly, I risked rising to my feet. One of my knees nearly buckled, but I managed alright. My hands went to my lower back, stretching out the kinks as more healing flowed through me. 
 
    “I guess so,” I said, looking around for my scythe. “Every time the Croc hit me with that big wall of air, I felt like I understood what it was doing a little bit better. I guess eventually that translated into me figuring out how to do it myself.” 
 
    Hazel nodded. “Comprehension. As I said.” 
 
    As I watched, Hazel thrust both hands into the gaping hole she’d created in the Marsh Croc’s chest. The sight filled me with disgust, but Hazel looked like she did this sort of thing all the time. She blew a strand of blonde hair away from her face as she quested around, searching for something inside of the monster. 
 
    “Your companion fled during the battle,” Hazel said. “I didn’t see where she went, but we will have to search for her when I am done here.”  
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh at that. Hazel must not have seen Anna transform into the scythe since she was busy fighting the Marsh Croc.  
 
    “Anna didn’t run away,” I said. “But I do need to find her. Have you seen my scythe?” 
 
    “Your weapon is over there,” Hazel said, gesturing toward the trees with her chin. “You dropped it during the Marsh Croc’s first Gust attack.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I made my way over to it. The scythe lay half buried beneath a pile of leaves, which was maybe why it hadn’t transformed immediately back into Anna after the battle. At my touch, the shimmering prism of light bathed the weapon, its form shifting until a woman stood before me once more. 
 
    “That was badass!” Anna said, grinning from ear-to-ear. Her lush robes didn’t even look mussed from the dirt.  
 
    There was a gasp, and I turned to see Hazel staring right at Anna and me.  
 
    “You. . . you were the scythe?” the blonde warrior managed to say.  
 
    “That’s right,” Anna said, beaming at the other woman. “Like I said, it was badass!”  
 
    “How is this possible?” Hazel asked.  
 
    “Peak Supreme God Eliezer,” I explained.  
 
    Hazel furrowed her brow and shook her head, as though she believed that turning a woman into a weapon and back again was simply impossible. For me, as a newcomer to this world of magic, monsters, and strange women, it didn’t seem all that crazy. After all, every single thing I’d experienced in the past few hours would have seemed insane only that morning.  
 
    “Guildmaster Ji will want to know of this,” Hazel muttered. “For now, I must concentrate on getting us to him.”  
 
    Anna shrugged and turned to me. “What happened after you dropped me? I didn’t see much of the fight once I got stuck in those leaves.” 
 
    A surge of pride filled my chest. “I cast the Croc’s own spell back at it,” I said, gesturing at the monster. “Flipped it over, and Hazel finished it off.” 
 
    Anna’s jaw dropped open. She stared at the massive creature with a mixture of awe and lust. 
 
    “Fuck,” she panted, sliding a hand between my thighs. “You should know that I am so turned on right now, Eric…” 
 
    Was she? Did her new weapon form mean that sweet little Anna got off on creating carnage? I didn’t really care—if fighting made her horny, that meant the two of us would work even better together on and off the field. 
 
    “Me too,” I groaned, giving her ass a squeeze. Her transformation hadn’t stopped with some horns and pointy ears—her rear was even rounder and fuller than before, the kind of booty that stopped men in their tracks. I wanted to see what it looked like from behind while I took her. “You think Hazel would mind if we disappeared behind a tree for a few minutes?” 
 
    “Hazel would mind,” Hazel said in an irritated tone. “I didn’t burn a Healing Pill on you just so you could have sex while I’m getting my hands dirty, Eric.” 
 
    Fair enough, I thought. “Raincheck,” I whispered, giving Anna’s ass another hearty slap. 
 
    “Definitely,” she purred against my ear. “As soon as we can get away from Miss Wet Blanket over there.” 
 
    “I heard that,” Hazel growled. She was elbow-deep in the monster’s innards, searching for something within the Marsh Croc’s guts. Finally, she let out a noise of triumph, pulling something loose from inside the beast. The item in her hands looked suspiciously small, almost lost in the blood and gore coating her fingers. 
 
    “That’s what you were looking for?” I asked, cocking my head over her shoulder. “Fuck, talk about a needle in a haystack.” 
 
    Hazel held the tiny treasure to her chest, clutching it gently. It looked almost like the pip in the center of a peach, pitted on one side. Despite the blood, I could make out a wood grain pattern across its surface, like an expensive piece of mahogany. Wood, I thought with a little nod. The creature’s spells were wood-aligned, so it makes sense that whatever this is should take the form of the same element. 
 
    “Normally, this Beast Core would be the property of the Hollow Frog Guild,” Hazel said, looking from the fist-sized bead to me. “But had I been forced to fight the Marsh Croc without your help, it would certainly have killed me. I owe you my life, Eric—and because of that, I owe you this Core, as well. Take it.” 
 
    I opened my hand. She placed the Beast Core on my palm, leaving a few droplets of blood behind. As soon as the strange treasure touched my skin, it began to glow, thrumming in time with the Black Core inside my body. Both objects pulsed with energy, like batteries just waiting to be used. 
 
    “Cool,” I said, wrapping my fingers around the Core.  
 
    Hazel wiped the blood from her knife and put it away.  
 
    “So what do I do with it?” I asked as I stared at the Core.  
 
    Hazel’s eyebrows shot all the way to her hairline. “You don’t know?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Not a clue.” 
 
    She looked like she didn’t believe me. “You are Early Core Formation,” she said, slowly shaking her head back and forth, “and you don’t know what to do with a Beast Core? I can hardly believe that. For someone to reach that level without absorbing a single Beast Core, they would have to be hundreds of years old!” 
 
    “Well, I’m not,” I said with a chuckle. “I’m only a couple weeks past my twenty-second birthday. Barely old enough to drink. Look, Eliezer didn’t explain very much of this to me before he sent me here. I’m kind of new at this whole cultivation thing.” 
 
    Hazel’s eyes narrowed. “Ah yes. Eliezer. The Peak Supreme God.” 
 
    “Exactly!” I was glad we were finally getting somewhere. 
 
    Hazel turned and spit into the overgrowth, an outraged look on her gorgeous face. “Why do you persist in lying to me, Eric?” 
 
    I sighed and rolled my eyes. Next to me, Anna did much the same. “I’m not lying to you,” I said, gesturing at the overturned and butchered corpse of the Marsh Croc. “I don’t know how I can possibly make that any more clear to you! Did I look like I understood what I was doing when we fought that thing?” 
 
    Her gaze slowly turned to Anna. “You wielded your weapon like a long-practiced master,” the blonde grumbled, giving Anna the stink-eye. “Yet you did not know what I meant by Comprehension of Wood.” She squared her shoulders, crossing her arms beneath her ample breasts. “One more chance. Which Guild or Clan are you from?” 
 
    I really couldn’t think of an answer. Anna and I shared a look, and she shrugged. 
 
    “Um...the Hyde Clan?” 
 
    Hazel threw up her hands. “Forget it!” she snarled, turning away from the beast. Evidently the Beast Core was the only true treasure to be found here—she’d left the rest of the monster to rot. “I’m taking you both to Guildmaster Ji.” 
 
    “That’s fine with me,” I countered. “Maybe he’ll believe me when I tell him about Eliezer.” 
 
    Hazel clearly did not share my sentiment. “You may lie to me,” she said, stomping off into the treeline, “but you will speak the truth before Guildmaster Ji. Lie to him, and you’ll surely regret it.” 
 
    I thought of telling her I wasn’t lying, but I’d said it enough times. If she didn’t believe me now, she likely never would. I just hoped Guildmaster Ji was more amenable than his pupil. 
 
    With a shrug, Anna and I followed Hazel into the woods. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The sun dipped lower in the sky as the three of us made our way through the jungle. Even at midday, only a fraction of the sun’s light managed to penetrate through the thick canopy of trees. With evening approaching, every branch and vine in the path became a potential hazard, the trail ahead so dark Anna and I could barely see to the ends of our fingers. 
 
    Hazel called a halt to our march. “We’re going to have to camp here for the night,” she said, sizing up the clearing we’d just entered. “The monsters in this Zone become even stronger after the sun goes down. Or perhaps I should say, the stronger monsters come out to hunt at night.” 
 
    That didn’t sound good at all. “We should find shelter,” I said, going up onto my tiptoes. 
 
    Hazel shrugged. “We’ve already found it.” I followed her gaze toward a copse of trees, where a shack I hadn’t noticed before lay half-overgrown with weeds. The place didn’t look like much, but at least it was habitable. Should a sudden downpour roll in overnight, it’d keep us dry. 
 
    The three of us marched over to the shack, walking carefully to avoid stumbling. With the darkness closing in, any shadow could be a monster in disguise. I almost commanded Anna to transform back into a scythe, in case something ambushed us from the trees. Only Hazel’s seeming lack of concern for our immediate surroundings held me back. 
 
    The inside of the shack didn’t look much better than the outside. Still, it was cozy enough. Weeds grew up through the wooden slats in places, and the roof had clearly seen better days, but it was warm enough inside. A threadbare bed lay in one corner of the room, with a curtain allowing the room to be partitioned into two sections. Beyond that, the only furniture were a couple of chairs. A large cast-iron pot sat in the fireplace, a half-collapsed chimney stretching through the roof. 
 
    “One minute,” Hazel said as soon as we were inside. She walked through the front door, tracing symbols in the air with her fingers. Runes of light appeared in the air, and again I felt that tickle in the back of my brain like I was beginning to understand the world around me better. Only whatever magic Hazel was in the middle of casting would take a lot longer to understand than a simple wind attack. 
 
    As Hazel finished her spell, a protective wall of light shimmered around the shack. It faded away a few moments later, but something told me it was still there—we were just unable to see it. 
 
    “That should keep us safe,” Hazel informed us, brushing off her hands. “If any monsters breach the perimeter, the aura I activated will alert us to their presence. The Hollow Frog Guild created this seal over the hut. There are various places like this within the Mana Zone, where you can rest without fear of being caught unawares by monsters. We won’t be caught by surprise in the night.” 
 
    “Good,” I said, nodding.  
 
    Anna and I settled ourselves on the floor near the fire. My stomach gave a very undignified rumble, and I tried to remember the last time I’d eaten. Cotton candy at the fair, I thought—either that, or a couple of beers with Anna. Either way, I needed some sustenance. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Hazel said, noting the looks on our faces. “I’ll have dinner ready shortly. You two just try and relax—and don’t even think of bolting.” She gestured toward the doorway with her chin. “There are worse things than Marsh Crocs in the Verdant Ruins at this hour.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t dream of it,” I said, meaning it. Where the hell would we go? Without Hazel, Anna and I might as well have thrown our hands in the air and picked a random direction to travel. 
 
    Anna scooted closer to me as Hazel worked, nibbling her bottom lip. “I’m a little scared,” she whispered, her hand straying to my lap. “Will you hold me, Eric?” 
 
    I took her in my arms. Then Anna scooted right into my lap, her ass grinding against the rapidly-growing bulge in my robes. The edge of her skirt rode up my stomach, leaving nothing but a pair of panties between Anna’s pussy and my pants. Warmth rolled off her as she settled on top of my erection, a damp patch spreading through the thin fabric of her underwear. God, she was so close to me. It would be the easiest thing in the world to tug those panties to the side… 
 
    Hazel was staring at us. 
 
    “You two really can’t keep your hands off each other, can you?” Hazel asked. 
 
    I coughed, shifting Anna’s weight to one of my legs. “We kind of just started our relationship,” I said, wrapping my hands around Anna’s waist. “In more ways than one. Young love, right? You know the feeling?” 
 
    “Actually, I don’t,” Hazel said, looking at the pair of us like we were annoying cattle she’d been forced to herd back to safety. Could nothing pierce this woman’s icy demeanor? 
 
    “You know something?” I asked, meeting her gaze. “I believe that about you, Hazel.” 
 
    Hazel snorted. She snapped her fingers, a flame dancing across the tips of her fingers.  
 
      
 
    Hazel Casts Ember! 
 
      
 
    I smiled at the notification. It seemed that I was going to have to get used to them. This looked like it was a Fire spell, though, so did that mean Hazel had some Comprehension of Fire? I didn’t know what elements even existed in this world, but the presence of one like Fire seemed a logical conclusion.  
 
    Within a few minutes, Hazel had a nice fire going in the fireplace. Warmth even greater than what was between Anna’s thighs filled the shack, providing heat and light in the cold jungle night. Damn, it was surprisingly cold for such a lush, verdant landscape. 
 
    “I need to get some water for this,” Hazel said, taking the big pot over the fire off its hook. “There should be a pipe right behind this building. Can you two restrain yourselves from rutting like animals long enough for me to get our dinner ready?” 
 
    Anna and I shared a look.  
 
    “That’s a rude way of putting it,” my girlfriend protested, her eyes narrowing. “You didn’t seem to mind my presence when I was flipping that Marsh Croc over in my scythe form…” 
 
    “That’s because when you’re in your scythe form, you’re actually useful,” Hazel countered. A touch of mirth sparkled in her blue eyes. “Whereas in woman form you’re just a horny little distraction.” 
 
    Hazel seemed to have gotten over her surprise at finding out Anna could become a weapon. Her surprise was now replaced with spitefulness.  
 
    “Hey,” I snapped, squeezing Anna tighter. “Don’t talk about her like that. We’d both be dead if it wasn’t for Anna.” 
 
    Hazel actually looked chastened. “Of course,” she said, looking away. “My apologies. I suppose you two aren’t the only ones who could use a good meal…” 
 
    With that, she carried the pot out into the jungle. Anna and I watched her disappear around the corner, grunting slightly with the effort of lifting the heavy implement. 
 
    “What does she think she’s going to fix for us in that?” Anna asked, looking around the nearly-empty shack. “There’s no pantry in here.” 
 
    I shrugged. “She sounds pretty sure of herself. There must be some kind of plan.” 
 
    “Maybe she should go back and cut up some reptile steaks,” Anna purred, sliding back so she was again straddling my boner. “Give us a little alone time, you know?” 
 
    I knew. Anna kept on wriggling in my lap, like she was trying to drive me completely crazy. If I didn’t know Hazel would be back in a minute—and if she wasn’t our only way of getting out of here—I’d have tossed Anna onto all fours and taken her right then and there. As it was, I held onto my inner control by my fingertips. 
 
    “Bad little weapon girl,” I growled, shifting her back to my leg. “You heard Hazel.” 
 
    “Hazel’s a bitch,” Anna whispered. I couldn’t help but notice she dropped her voice, though, just in case she might hear. 
 
    “Yeah, well, she’s got to sleep sometime,” I told Anna, letting my hand roam beneath her robes. “I’m sure we’ll pull shifts tonight, because she’ll want someone watching the fire at all times. Then we’ll get that alone time both of us want so bad…” 
 
    “You mean it?” Anna looked over her shoulder, a naughty expression on her face. She licked her lips, as if gauging whether she could wait that long. “Well, I guess—” 
 
    “You guess what?” Hazel had just reentered the shack, the big cast-iron pot swinging around her knees. She bumped the door open with her butt, kicking up a cloud of dust across the boards as she moved unsteadily into the room. 
 
    I sprang to my feet, meaning to help her carry it over to the flames. Except she waved me off. She clearly didn’t need the help. That pot must have weighed a fair bit, but she was carrying it like it was nothing. Was that one of the benefits of magic in this world? Increased strength? If so, that was damned awesome.  
 
    “We were just talking about taking shifts tonight,” I replied as she settled the cast-iron pot inside the fireplace. “Someone should be on alert, just in case.” 
 
    “I told you, the aura handles that…” Hazel trailed off, a sour look on her face. “Oh. Well, once I’m asleep, I won’t be able to stop you. If you want to waste half the night, that’s on you.” 
 
    Within a few minutes, the pot on the fire began to bubble and steam. My stomach rumbled just looking at it, although we didn’t have anything to put inside and cook. Anna had the same look on her face—she kept glancing at Hazel, waiting for her to do something. 
 
    Finally, the blonde warrior sighed. “There should be some plates and bowls in that cabinet over there,” she instructed, pointing to an old wooden chest of drawers in the far corner. “Assuming whoever used this cabin last washed up, of course. Go and get them for me.” She said this last part to Anna. 
 
    “Sure,” Anna said, rising with a shrug. “But what are we going to eat? Water soup?” 
 
    A knowing smile spread across Hazel’s face. “You’ll see.” 
 
    As the water rose to a rolling boil, Hazel pulled another pill from her tunic. At first I thought it was the same Healing Pill she’d given me after the fight with the Marsh Croc, but this one was a pale pink color rather than white. She held it in her hand, bouncing it up and down gently on her palm as she watched steam rise from the pot. 
 
    “What’s that?” Anna asked. She hadn’t seen Hazel give me the first pill, so she had no idea what they could do. “A vitamin?” 
 
    “It’s dinner,” Hazel said, giving us a desultory look. She tossed the pill into the water. It sank beneath the surface with a sizzle, the water in the pot frothing like ocean foam as the transformation began. “Give it a minute or two.” 
 
    Anna and I watched with growing amazement as the pill transformed the water into food. I’d been familiar with MRE’s back on Earth—ready-made food that either needed water to cook or simply came pre-packaged—but my general understanding of those was that they pushed the limits of what could be considered ‘edible’. In contrast, whatever Hazel’s pill did inside the pot filled the shack with a delicious odor. My mouth began to water, along with Anna’s. 
 
    With a knowing little chuckle, Hazel served us dinner. The simple cast-iron pot had become a full buffet: fish and eggs, rice and vegetables, as if the cauldron could never be empty. By the time she was done, the blonde warrior held three plates piled high with some of the most appetizing-looking food I’d ever seen. 
 
    “Eat,” she said, handing Anna and I our plates. “Your Mana must be low after that fight with the Croc. Food and rest will help you recharge your energy faster.” 
 
    We dug in. Had this been a date back on Earth, Anna and I might have restrained ourselves from totally pigging out. In the aftermath of battle, with both of us bound by blood and sex, we had no such hang-ups. Anna and I gorged ourselves on the incredible food, barely giving ourselves time to chew. I hadn’t realized just how hungry I was until the first bite—it felt like I’d been wandering around the desert for days, starving to death before Hazel found me. 
 
    As we chowed down, Hazel dipped the cups Anna brought her into the pot. They came back filled with a rich, dark liquid that turned out to be an aromatic tea. It washed the food down perfectly. 
 
    “So,” Hazel said, nibbling at her food with more restraint than Anna or I. “Tell me about this Eliezer. You say he brought you to our world from a place called Urth?” 
 
    “Earth,” I corrected, speaking around a mouthful of food. That was kind of rude, so I swallowed before continuing. “Anna and I were on a date. At a carnival: that’s a kind of local fair, full of attractions and rides…” 
 
    “I know what a carnival is,” Hazel snapped. Then something in her face changed. “The Peak Supreme God was simply waiting there for you?” 
 
    “He pretended to be one of the attractions,” I said, taking another mouthful of rice. How could a simple grain be so light and fluffy? “A fortune-teller. Turns out my fortune was a lot crazier than I could have guessed.” 
 
    Hazel watched me eat, her gaze searching my face. After a few moments, she turned to Anna and did the same. “It’s strange,” she said, shifting her legs beneath her. “Your words sound like lies, to be sure. Yet you both have the air of people telling the truth.” She shook her head. “Perhaps Guildmaster Ji will know more…” 
 
    “You keep talking about this guy,” I said, moving the conversation over to Hazel. I knew very little about her, and I’d rather hear more about this strange world Anna and I had found ourselves in than defend my story about Eliezer for the hundredth time. “Who is he, exactly? Your boss?” 
 
    Hazel snorted. “He’s the leader of the Hollow Frog Guild,” she explained, taking a sip of her tea. Steam rose from the lip of the mug, and she winced from the heat. “Still too hot.” 
 
    “What’s the Hollow Frog Guild?” Anna asked, scooting closer. 
 
    Hazel set her mug down for the moment, waiting for it to cool. “They’re my Guild,” she said, like it was a point of personal pride for her. “We’re responsible for the Mana Zones surrounding the Stillwater Valley. The Verdant Ruins are one of these Zones—the lowest-level Zone, in point of fact. You’re lucky you landed here, as the monsters in the other Mana Zones are much more dangerous than garden-variety Nippers and Crocs.” 
 
    “I’m sure luck had nothing to do with it,” I countered. “Eliezer wanted us to start from the bottom.” 
 
    Hazen nodded. “The Guild ensures that no monsters escape from the Mana Zones. People live in the Stillwater Valley, you understand—not fighters and mages, but civilians. They depend on us to protect them from creatures like the ones we fought.” She tested her tea again, finding it cool enough to drink. “Also we serve the Emperor, of course. Should he call us up for combat, we would aid him in whatever war he wished to fight. That hasn’t happened in centuries, however.” 
 
    I gestured outside of the shack. “Are all the Mana Zones like this?” I asked, pointing into the forest. 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “You know.” I paused for a moment, gathering my thoughts. “Like a dungeon in a video game. Full of monsters, themed around a different natural landmark or climate…” 
 
    Anna perked up. “It really does feel like a video game, doesn’t it? Levels, magical pills, words appearing in the air...takes me right back to my Final Fantasy days.” 
 
    My eyebrows rose. “You played Final Fantasy?” 
 
    “FFXI,” Anna said, the corner of her mouth curling in a smirk. “Bastok forever, baby. I was one of the best geomancers on my server.” 
 
    “Bastok is Lastok,” I retorted with a smirk. “San D’Oria was where it’s at…” 
 
    For the second time since we’d come to this world, it was Hazel who looked confused. “I don’t understand what you’re talking about,” she said, her lips forming a tight little line. “What is a video game?” 
 
    Anna and I shared a look. “How should I explain this?” I asked her, chuckling a bit. 
 
    She took up the thread. “It’s the whole ‘fight monsters, get stronger, make progress’ thing,” Anna explained, trying her best to avoid any nerd terminology Hazel wouldn’t understand. “Back on Earth, a lot of people—especially young people—do these things for fun. Except they’re…” She gestured futilely with her hands, making a face. “They do them virtually.” 
 
    Hazel shook her head. “Your people are strange,” she said, taking another sip of her tea. 
 
    You should talk, I thought. You’re the one stabbing a crocodile the size of a house through the heart… 
 
    “The basic premise is the same, though,” Anna said, digging back into her plate. “Fight monsters, level up. That’s what you were doing out here, right? Farming experience?” 
 
    “I was searching for Cores,” Hazel said, back on firmer ground. “The more dangerous the monster, the greater chance that it will have a powerful Core one can acquire  after combat. Most monsters in the Verdant Ruins have a negligible level of power, like those Nippers. Every now and then, a more powerful foe can spawn. Even in low-level areas, these can sometimes be powerful enough to destroy an unwary cultivator.” 
 
    I was familiar with this concept. Back on Earth, I knew it as RNG. 
 
    “Is it just Cores that they drop?” I asked. I wanted to get a better feel for the kind of loot I might want to watch out for from monsters. “You seemed pretty intent on cataloguing everything that came out of that Marsh Croc, Hazel.” 
 
    “Oh, there’s plenty of things you can pick up from monsters,” Hazel said breezily. “Crafting materials, utility items—even organs and meats for cooking recipes, believe it or not. You can use alchemy to refine them into pills and other things. But Cores are the real treasure. They’re the key to increasing a cultivator’s power.” 
 
    Something about that stuck in my craw. “Then why aren’t there more of them out here?” I asked. “Other than you, this Zone seems totally empty.” 
 
    Hazel’s eyes hardened. “Well, as I mentioned, Verdant Ruins is a low-level zone,” she said, pointedly avoiding my gaze. “The Cores you can farm here are less powerful than ones in higher-level areas—some of the more dangerous regions even contain Cores with special abilities. Hunting those Zones is more lucrative, so cultivators naturally focus their attention in that area.” 
 
    I got the distinct impression Hazel wanted to move onto a different subject. As she’d said, the Verdant Ruins was the kid’s side of the pool in terms of difficulty—which meant there had to be a reason she roamed these parts, rather than head into a more dangerous section of these Mana Zones she talked about. 
 
    Maybe you need a team to hunt down the monsters in those, I thought, looking at the woman in a new light. And Hazel doesn’t seem to be much of a team player. She’s kind of abrasive, to tell the truth—though she’s hot enough that most guys would overlook that… 
 
    Honestly, I couldn’t wait to get to know more about her and this crazy world she called home. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Those words over our heads,” Anna asked, guiding Hazel away from her anger at being in a low-level Zone. “Where do they come from, exactly?” 
 
    I understood the thrust of her question immediately. Hazel could play dumb all she wanted, but this world sure as hell felt like a video game. In a game, status messages were part of the programming—something thrown in by the designer. So who’d designed this world? 
 
    “They’re part of the Death Defying System,” Hazel said, dipping her half-emptied mug back in the cast-iron pot. It came back filled to the brim with more steaming tea. “Would anyone like a refill? The pill’s effects are fading, I’m afraid—pretty soon, what’s left is going to turn back into water.” 
 
    “Oh, sure,” I said, handing over my mug. Then a disturbing thought occurred to me. “The food inside us stays the same, right? We got actual nutrition from this meal, and not just a bunch of water?” 
 
    Hazel laughed. It was the first time she’d been so merry since I’d met her, and I found I liked the sound. She had a high, tinkling laugh, like windchimes on a warm autumn morning. 
 
    “What a thing to say,” Hazel said, handing Anna and I more tea. “The pill wouldn’t be much use if it didn’t provide nutrition, now would it? It was originally the food that you enjoyed, but through a process of alchemical refinement, it became the pill. In pill form, it still retained all the attributes of the original meal. Of course, eating a pill that contains so much food is hardly pleasurable, and such a large amount is bound to give you a stomachache.” 
 
    Makes sense, I thought. “Go ahead. You were saying?” 
 
    Hazel tasted her tea. Apparently it wasn’t as hot this time, as she could sip it without grimacing. “Long ago, there existed an extremely powerful cultivator. Legend says he gained a mastery over the elements unmatched by any living being—not only did he reach the zenith of Realm Five—The God Realm, but it’s said he progressed to a mysterious realm beyond that.” Hazel shrugged. “Some will argue he merely entered a fourth level of the God Realm, but it amounts to the same thing. He was the First Cultivator—and the Death Defying System is his gift to all those who came after him. When someone first learns to sense the Mana in the world, the Death Defying System activates for them.” 
 
    “That’s... a lot to take in,” I said, thinking it over. I remembered the moment I’d first seen the floating words: the message in Eliezer’s tent telling me I’d created a Black Core after he stabbed me in the chest. I must have begun sensing Mana right after he wounded me—it was what had saved my life. 
 
    Thousands of others hadn’t been so lucky. 
 
    “I think maybe we should back up a bit,” I said, holding up my hands. This had all begun to feel a little like my first day of calculus back in college—a constant barrage of terms I only half-understood. “Maybe we ought to start with the basics. What exactly is cultivation?” 
 
    For a moment, Hazel just stared at me. Her eyes widened as she realized I was serious. “You don’t know,” she said flatly. “You’re an Early Core Formation, and you don’t even know the most fundamental aspects of the craft?” 
 
    “I know the most important thing,” I said, quoting Eliezer. “I know that I know nothing.” 
 
    Hazel’s jaw dropped open. She tossed back her head and laughed, loud and long, the musical sound ringing out over the jungle. 
 
    She wiped tears from the corners of her eyes as she recovered. “You do know the most important thing,” she said, shaking her head in disbelief. “Gods help me, I’m beginning to believe your story about Earth. Alright, Eric. I will treat you like a newborn infant.” 
 
    Hazel spread her hands before her, affecting the posture of a teacher lecturing a student. “Put simply, cultivation is using the energy of the world to become more powerful. In much the same way that food enters the body, knowledge enters the mind or faith enters the spirit, the world’s energy can sustain you and give you greater power. Except cultivation is more fundamental than all three, as it deals with the very nature of the world and reality—the bedrock of all that exists.” 
 
    “I think I understand,” I told her. I remembered the way the air currents flowed at the Marsh Croc’s command. When I closed my eyes, I could almost feel the golden glow tugging Hazel’s fingers as she’d absorbed the energy of the jungle around her. 
 
    “Good,” Hazel said, sitting back with a satisfied air. “There are many ways to cultivate one’s power. Not all involve combat, though the martial arts are a path many consider to be faster than others. This is why I was so surprised you’d never absorbed a Core: while it’s technically possible to cultivate to your level without ever engaging in combat, to do so would take a long, long time.” 
 
    Anna raised her hand, like a student asking a question. “What about me?” she asked, looking down at her transformed body. “I turn into a weapon at Eric’s command. Where does that leave me in this whole cultivation thing?” 
 
    “You are a cultivator as well,” Hazel said, cocking an eyebrow. “But you are also cultivated. Don’t forget it.” 
 
    Before Anna could ask a follow up question, Hazel held up a hand. “There are five primary methods to increase one’s cultivation. Perhaps I should explain them to you, and then you could ask questions if you need a point clarified?” 
 
    Anna didn’t look particularly pleased by that, but a hand on her thigh softened her expression. “Let Hazel do the lecture thing, babe,” I said, giving her bare leg a squeeze. I dropped my voice to a whisper. “Besides, it’ll tire her out faster.” 
 
    Hazel heard it. She rolled her eyes as Anna giggled, then held out one finger as she began to count. “Firstly, there’s always the most primitive method. Subjecting yourself to harm via an element gains you mastery over that element.” 
 
    My ears pricked up. “Like when the Marsh Croc hit me with that Gust. I started to Comprehend Wood, or whatever you called it.” 
 
    “Seems to me you comprehend wood pretty well already,” Anna chuckled, giving my side a squeeze. “You sure know what to do with yours, at least…” 
 
    Hazel made an irritated expression and avoided the remark. “Yes. For an even more extreme example, you could gain Elemental Mastery over Fire by burning yourself repeatedly—or by feeding one of your arms into a hungry fire.” A wicked look lit up Hazel’s face. “You’d definitely understand fire intimately after a thing like that—but such knowledge does not come without sacrifice. Besides, cultivation is more about incremental progress than sudden breakthroughs.” 
 
    “Anything that comes too quickly isn’t worth it,” Anna said, keeping a perfectly straight face. “Of course. Every girl knows that…” 
 
    For a moment, the joke went over Hazel’s head. Then it circled back, flipped around, and hit her in the face. Hazel pursed her lips, her face paling with anger. 
 
    “Sorry! I’ll let you talk.” Anna winked at me. “So what are some methods of cultivation that don’t involve us getting the Darth Vader-on-Mustafar treatment?” 
 
    “I have no idea what that means,” Hazel said with a sigh. “The second method is the one you’re already familiar with: learning the elements in combat. Nearly every beast and monster you’ll face in a Mana Zone has an elemental affinity—some even have multiple affinities. By engaging them in combat while focusing and opening your Mana pathways, you can come to understand the elements better.” 
 
    “Sounds like the way I’d prefer to do it,” I said, nodding at Anna. “Say I use Anna as a weapon while I’m fighting one of these elemental monsters. Does she learn to understand their elements, as well?” 
 
    Hazel furrowed her brow. “I... don’t know.” 
 
    As Anna opened her mouth to make a quip, Hazel continued. “But I know how to find out,” Hazel said. “Anna, bring up your Death Defying System.” 
 
    Anna narrowed her eyes. “How the fuck do I—” She paused. “Five…” Anna said, squinting at the air. “Five percent Comprehension of Gust Level 1!” 
 
    “Then it seems you do,” Hazel said. 
 
    “We’ll have to remember that,” I told Anna. 
 
    “Actually, any kind of combat can aid in mastery of cultivation,” Hazel said mildly. “Among the Hollow Frog Guild, our members frequently spar with each other in order to augment our knowledge of the elements. It can be quite... invigorating.” 
 
    I got the impression Hazel was one hell of a fierce competitor in the arena. Although the emphasis she gave to that last word made me wonder if she meant a little more than just punching and kicking when it came to physical combat. I certainly wasn’t going to ask her, though—I’d gotten on her bad side enough already. 
 
    “The third way of learning the elements is the most natural, and is perhaps the very first method of cultivation to be discovered. It is possible to increase one’s power by studying nature through long periods of contemplation and meditation.” 
 
    “Ah! Sign me up for that!” A wide grin spread across Anna’s face. “I’d love to do some cultivation on the beach, laying out on a chair with some suntan lotion rubbed into my skin…” 
 
    “This is not a joke,” Hazel snapped. “Meditation is regarded as the slowest means of cultivation—yet, paradoxically, it can also lead to some of the greatest gains of all. It is said that there are monks at the peaks of some of the tallest mountains, who simply sit and gaze over the world in all its splendor for years at a time, absorbing the fullness of the elements. Through this contemplative practice, they carve out the very strongest of internal pathways.” Hazel folded her hands. “It may not match the thrill of combat, but some of the deepest truths can only be grasped in stillness.” 
 
    “Preferably with a margarita, too,” Anna added, giving me a playful bump between the ribs with her elbow. 
 
    “Fourth, knowledge can be gained through Sacred Scrolls,” Hazel said quickly—almost furtively. “Reading them provides a flash of insight directly into the cultivator’s brain, deepening their knowledge of existence. Such a method is sometimes looked down upon as a shortcut, yet the clans guard their Sacred Scrolls closely all the same. Some guilds have access to them, as well.” 
 
    “Interesting,” I said. I didn’t think of myself as a lazy person, but I’d taken one shortcut already according to Hazel. The Core that Eliezer activated in my body had jumped me all the way to this ‘Early Core Formation’ level, something I shouldn’t have been able to achieve yet. So as far as I was concerned, shortcuts were okay with me. They hadn’t hurt me yet. 
 
    “Could these Scrolls drop from a monster, as well?” Anna asked. 
 
    To her credit, Hazel thought it over. “It would have to be a very powerful monster,” she finally surmised. “The vast majority of known Scrolls are in the possession of a Clan, Guild, or another. Only high-level members know how many belong to their group—and even fewer are allowed to see them.” 
 
    From the bitterness in tone, I knew Hazel couldn’t count herself among that number. In fact, the longer we spoke to the blonde warrior, the more I began to wonder just how far down on the totem pole she really was. Wandering a low-level region alone, barely able to take down a Marsh Croc without my help—was this girl an outcast of some kind? For the first time, I wondered what I might learn when she finally brought us before Guildmaster Ji. Were Anna and I going to be a bargaining chip of some kind? Turn over the outsiders and get yourself some brownie points? If that was the case, then I was going to be very careful when we met this Guildmaster. I wasn’t an idiot who’d walk into his own captivity, begging his captors to place the shackles around his wrists. For now, though, we could follow Hazel. As a native, she was an effective guide through the jungles, and likely the only means of finding our way out of this monster-infested place.  
 
    “Anyway, we should move on to something else,” Hazel said, her eyes straying to the floor. Yep, definitely bitter. “Like most cultivators, you’ll most likely end up using a combination of the four methods to augment your knowledge of the elements. It’s very rare that a cultivator chooses to rely on one means of gaining knowledge exclusively: such a choice is usually made to their detriment.” 
 
    “You said there were five methods of cultivation,” I said. “You’ve only gone over four.” 
 
    Hazel blanched. She looked displeased, though not at us—she reserved her ire for herself. “I did, didn’t I?” she grumbled, glancing back at the fire. “Well, there is technically a fifth method. But it’s strictly forbidden.” 
 
    “Is it now?” I perked up, taking a sip of my tea. The stuff was damn fine—hot and bitter like the blonde warrior woman sitting across from me. “In my experience, there’s forbidden and then there’s forbidden. Anybody who’s ever interacted with their girlfriend’s father knows there’s a difference.” 
 
    Anna giggled at that, hiding her mouth with her fingers. 
 
    “Forbidden as in ‘the highest sacrilege a person can commit’,” Hazel said in a dead serious tone. “It is possible to acquire knowledge of the elements by... absorbing the Core of a fallen cultivator. In the past, brigands and cults have been known to slay vulnerable cultivators for just this purpose. They would perform ritual sacrifice, handing the Core over to their cult leader or the champion of their criminal organization. Many gained great power in this fashion in the distant past.” Hazel shuddered. “It is unspeakable.” 
 
    Anna shrugged. “Seems pretty cut-and-dry to me.” 
 
    Hazel couldn’t have looked more shocked if Anna had pulled up her shirt to reveal a clutch of writhing snakes instead of breasts. “Excuse me!” 
 
    She held up her hands. “Look, I’m not saying the cult thing is good. That seems pretty fucking horrible to me, to tell you the truth. But say some cultivator attacks you, ambushes you out of nowhere. Suppose they were to attack Eric, even.” 
 
    Hazel’s gaze traveled to me. I shrugged and gestured back at Anna. She’s the one making the point, not me. 
 
    “I’m just saying, at that point they’re no better than a monster, right? And like you said, monsters drop loot after you kill them. The most important of which are Cores. So, assuming you killed a cultivator in self-defense, why shouldn’t you just take their power?” 
 
    Hazel looked like she wanted to throw up. “It is an abomination,” she whispered. “There are some in this world who would do such a thing, but none of them would dare speak about it so freely. Watch your tongue, girl—or one of these days, someone may cut it out for you.” 
 
    “Not while I’m around,” I growled. Anna turned a devoted gaze on me, beaming like I’d swept her off her feet. 
 
    Outside the window of the shack, night had fully fallen. While we spoke, the internal clock of the Mana Zone switched over from daytime to nighttime. The effect was subtle, but noticeable if you listened for it. If this place had truly been a video game, the heroic strings and thumping bassline of the background music would have been switched out for something with thousands of ‘chill’ remixes on YouTube. A few animals screeched in the trees, trying to attract mates. 
 
    “I wanted to ask you about something else,” I said, settling back against the wall. The food had been eaten, the tea was all drunk, and Anna and I had begun to grow sleepy. Yet I wasn’t ready to rest—not yet, in any case. I needed more answers first. 
 
    Just as Hazel had said, the key to becoming a good cultivator was knowledge. In the same way that I’d sensed the Croc’s Gust or Hazel’s Stinging Fist Flurry, I sensed that getting as much knowledge as possible would be the thing that saw Anna and I through this strange journey alive. 
 
    Hazel yawned. “Sure, go ahead.” As she spoke, she leaned over and prodded the fire with a long poker, increasing the light and heat in the shack. “It’s not as if we have anything else to do but sleep. The Ruins won’t be safe to travel until the morning.” 
 
    I cleared my throat. “I’ve got a pretty good idea of what a level is. The, ah, games we played back on Earth had those pretty frequently. But what is a Realm? Where I come from, that word means something like a kingdom, or a city-state.” 
 
    “A Commonwealth,” Anna added. 
 
    I decided to take a guess. “A bunch of Zones put together, are they a Realm?” 
 
    Hazel shook her head. “Realms form the landmarks on a cultivator’s journey. And levels are the building blocks of those realms. I don’t think they are like these ‘video games’ you keep comparing things to at all, actually.” 
 
    I frowned. “Shit.” 
 
    “There are five Realms,” Hazel said, trying to be helpful. “One: the Mortal Realm. Then the Soul Realm, the Saint Realm, the Immortal Realm, and the God Realm. Progressing through each requires a greater level of mastery—along the way, you pass through various levels, signifying your progress.” 
 
    My hand went to my chin. “So it’s more like getting a belt in karate, then?” I asked. Since Hazel had mentioned ‘martial arts’ earlier, I figured it was a safe bet she understood the reference. 
 
    Her eyes widened, and I knew I’d hit home. “Something like that,” she said. “Only there are belts between belts, as well.” 
 
    I groaned. “This is a lot to keep track of,” I said. 
 
    Hazel smiled. “As long as you’re getting more powerful, you’re getting the hang of it,” she said. “Try not to focus so much on terminology. Expanding your knowledge of nature and the universe is the important part.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, still feeling irritated. “So what’s between the belts?” 
 
    “The Levels are sort of... tiny landmarks on the path between the Realms,” Hazel explained, choosing her words carefully. “Within Levels, there are even smaller landmarks called Stages. The four stages are as follows: Early, Middle, Late, and Peak.” 
 
    I expected to be even more confused by these—yet I realized I already understood them to an extent. 
 
    “Eliezer,” I said, confirming my suspicions with a glance at Anna. “He told us he was the Peak Supreme God.”  
 
    “Peak is the Stage, and he is a member of the God Realm Level 3, which is known as Supreme God,” Hazel explained before she sighed. “The Death Defying System should provide you with a list of all the Realms, their Levels, and the Stages within them. Simply think of it, and such a list should appear.”  
 
    I decided to do as she said. Then, it appeared, a large table flooding my vision. 
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    “Whoa,” I said as I dismissed the progression table with a thought, “this is like some kind of progression chart from a—” 
 
    “Video game,” Anna finished for me, her eyes also wide as they stared at something in front of her. I figured she was looking at the same chart, except mine had highlighted Level 3: Early Core Formation.  
 
    “What’s highlighted in your chart?” I asked Anna.  
 
    “Early Mana Gateway,” she replied.  
 
    “Incredible. And Eliezer is all the way at the end, Peak Supreme God.” I said his title now with at least a little more understanding. I had no idea what his power limits were, or if he even had limits, but at least I could now see how far away from the beginning he was. 
 
    Hazel nodded. “If you’re telling the truth about that, it means you came into contact with one of the most powerful beings in the universe. The cream of the crop—the absolute apex of cultivation. This Eliezer would be a mere step from attaining the heights of the First Cultivator, and ascending to whatever is beyond the Fifth Realm.” 
 
    “He said he was looking for someone to succeed him,” I muttered, looking down at a thin plant growing between the boards of the shack. “Told me I had the potential to reach an even higher level than he had. If I’d known this was what he meant by it, I’d have been mega intimidated…” 
 
    Maybe Eliezer had kept this information from me for a reason. By cloaking the whole thing in the ‘Eternal Dao’, he’d kept it simple and mysterious—like a grand adventure. The real thing, as it turned out, would require a great deal of work and sacrifice. 
 
    At least I’ve got a cute girl by my side, I thought, smiling at Anna. She met the gaze with a grin of her own, giving my hand a squeeze as if to say ‘as soon as Hazel goes to sleep!’ 
 
    I hadn’t forgotten. I was looking forward to it. 
 
    “The fact that you were invested with a Core by this... Eliezer person,” Hazel said, still unwilling to speak his full title, “allowed you skip the first two Levels of the First Realm, along with the Stages of Early, Middle, Late, and Peak within them.” 
 
    “Damn,” I said, impressed. “You said that was hundreds of years of development, right?” 
 
    Hazel shrugged. “It would have been hundreds of years if you’d sat on a mountain top thinking of flowers and rain,” she said, her tone telling me what she thought of that particular pursuit. “Under the tutelage of a proper Guild, like the Hollow Frog, that process would have been sped up considerably.” 
 
    “So what does that mean exactly? Early Core Formation?” 
 
    The three of us scooted a little closer to the fire as we talked. The temperature did nothing but drop while we were inside of the shack, until the balmy jungle night had grown surprisingly chilly. The fire felt nice against my hands as I held them up to get warm; it was even better with a couple of girls next to me. 
 
    “As with all Realms, the Mortal Realm contains three Levels,” Hazel explained. “Remember, Mortal is just the first of the Five Realms—mastering is not the end of a cultivator’s journey, but merely the beginning. You’ve taken a shortcut, which means you have a lot of catching up to do if you want to ascend the Stages of Core Formation within a decent time frame. Your body won’t have undergone the required conditioning that that of someone who has progressed through the Mortal Realm normally. So you’ll need to be careful. You could easily burn out or use too much power at once... which would be bad.” 
 
    “Gotcha,” I said, nodding. 
 
    “The first level of the Mortal Realm is called Mana Gateway,” Hazel said, pointing to herself. “This is the level that I myself am at. Chiefly, this stage of development is all about sensing Mana around you, learning to shape the elements to your command.” 
 
    I thought about Hazel’s Stinging Fist Flurry technique—and how it had seemed almost useless against the Marsh Croc. I nodded ruefully. 
 
    “At the second Level, known as Mana Binding, you gain the ability to purify your own Mana and the Mana around you into a more powerful liquid form,” she explained. “The Mana Shield technique you used against the Marsh Croc; that is a technique normally learned at the Mana Binding Level. If you are as inexperienced as you’ve suggested, then I would have to conclude that Mana Shield came with your Core.”  
 
    “I think it did,” I said. “It was like my Core was telling me to cast it, then it happened.”  
 
    “An instinctive technique, then,” Hazel said. “Not particularly useful other than when it decides to rear its head. You should work on learning it with intention if you wish to use the technique in future battles.”  
 
    “Understood,” I said. “So, after Mana Binding is… Early Core Formation?”  
 
    “Correct,” Hazel replied. “Once a cultivator understands Mana well enough, they are able to draw enough of it into their bodies to shatter their dantian. As it shatters, a Core forms within the cultivator, their Mana going from a liquid to a solid form. After this occurs, the cultivator may use their Core to develop techniques and spells from the world around them. This is the third Level: Early Core Formation.” 
 
    “Like I did with the Marsh Croc,” I said, remembering the knowledge that coursed through me during its attack. The idea that this strange thing inside me was actually the solid form of life energy itself quieted the last few worries and doubts I had about keeping such a thing inside of my body. It was meant to be there, no less a part of me than the blood in my veins. 
 
    “Just so,” Hazel said, tapping a finger toward me. Had she really been a teacher, she might have given me a gold star. “In most cases, in order to begin the path of Elemental Mastery, one must ascend to Early Core Formation. What you did with the Marsh Croc was only possible after the initial Comprehension of the Element of Wood. You learned the same Gust spell that was used against you—in a greatly reduced form, however.” 
 
    That made sense. “How do I get it up to the same strength? Through repeated use?” 
 
    Hazel smiled secretively. “To an extent. Close your eyes, Eric. I want you to remember what you learned of the Wood Element during our last battle. Let’s see if we can’t have you intentionally cultivating before the night is through.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile. I’d used magic instinctively, but now I was going to do the whole intentional practice thing that I’d seen in all my favorite movies and read in my favorite books.  
 
    Keenly aware of Anna’s eyes on me, I closed mine and concentrated. She didn’t like this new tack Hazel had begun to take with me—I could tell she thought the two of us were getting a little too close. And yet, beneath that jealousy, I felt something... strange coursing through Anna’s veins. An odd kind of excitement. What was that, exactly? 
 
    Something to figure out another time, I told myself. I’m supposed to be concentrating on the lesson, not girls. That comes after Hazel conks out for the night… 
 
    I reached out for the knowledge I’d gained while knocked off-balance by the Marsh Croc’s Gust spell. For long moments it refused to come, then the strange symbols I’d seen earlier appeared against the backsides of my eyelids. Emerald leaves, glowing in the darkness, wrapped with thick vines like a flowering plant. 
 
    “I see it,” I told Hazel, trying to decipher those symbols. 
 
    “Good,” she said, reaching out and taking my hands. I heard Anna make a shocked little noise, but she didn’t try and stop the golden-haired warrior. “So far, you have simply begun the Memorize stage of Comprehension.” 
 
    A groan escaped from my lips. “That has levels, too!?” 
 
    “Hush,” Hazel said not-unkindly. “This part is simpler. For each level of an Elemental Mastery, there are three stages of Comprehension: Memorize, Apprehend, and Engrave. While you have memorized Gust, and have the ability to cast it, you won’t be able to use it as often as someone who has apprehended it. It will use more of your Mana, for a smaller result.” 
 
    Her words filled my mind’s eye with a picture of the tiny tornado I’d summoned in the midst of battle. Sure, it wasn’t a lot—but it had been enough. 
 
    “I still flipped the Croc over,” I said, my eyes still closed. “Sure as hell wasn’t nothing…” 
 
    Hazel’s hands moved. One left me completely, while the other went to my side, feeling my Core through my robes. The touch felt surprisingly intimate, and I became painfully aware of both how close the two of us were and how beautiful Hazel could be. She even smelled amazing—like an exotic flower. 
 
    “Open your eyes,” Hazel said—and when I did, I saw her holding the tiny Core she’d taken from inside the Marsh Croc. “I’m going to show you how to absorb this, Eric.” 
 
    “Um.” Anna’s arms lay crossed beneath her breasts, a peeved expression on her pretty face. “Maybe this should wait until we get to your Guild. You know, let some skilled personnel like this Ji person do the job.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” I assured Anna. God, why’d she have to be so jealous? And yet, that strange current flowed beneath her envious expression. It felt like... longing? 
 
    Well, I couldn’t blame her for that. I was longing for a little Anna time, myself. 
 
    “She knows what she’s doing,” I told my girlfriend. “This is going to give me more power. We might need it to get out of this Zone.” 
 
    Anna didn’t look happy about it, but she assented. Hazel put the Beast Core in my palms, coming so close to me that our faces nearly touched. 
 
    “In order to absorb it, you must purify the Core,” she whispered, the tips of her fingers trailing down my arms. “Sense it, Eric. Feel the Mana surrounding the Core, and pull the impurities from it. Only then can you draw into your being.” 
 
    At first, I didn’t understand. Then my senses opened, and everything clicked into place. 
 
    The Beast Core was just another aspect of the universe. Like the wind of the Croc’s Gust, the vines wrapped around the thick jungle trees, the ants crawling in the ground beneath the wooden boards of the shack—all of it remained connected. All I needed to do was perceive it correctly, and pull the right threads. 
 
    Even with my eyes closed, the Core glowed. I separated the dark bits of it from the golden orb, moving completely on instinct. My fingers didn’t pluck at it—hell, I never even touched the thing. This was a technique of pure Mana, manipulating the world by understanding it. 
 
    When I opened my eyes, the Beast Core was glowing bright enough to light up the entire shack. 
 
    “Yes,” Hazel moaned. She sounded like my success had given her physical pleasure. “You’ve done it, Eric! Now, bring the purified Beast Core to your own!” 
 
    She guided the hand holding the glowing Core to my side, tugging my robes up to touch my bare skin. Her shoulders rose and fell rapidly, flushes of crimson color rising to her cheeks. Even as the Core expanded, filling my awareness, I couldn’t help but notice how this entire process seemed to be... well, arousing Hazel. It did feel strangely erotic. 
 
    “There we go,” Hazel whimpered, pressing the hand holding the Core to my side. “Take it all. It belongs to you, it’s yours…” 
 
    I gasped. Warmth bathed my body as the Beast Core sank beneath my skin, entering the Black Core within me. I felt it there, hanging like an undigested piece of food, floating in the darkness. 
 
    Hazel’s excitement grew. “Dissolve it,” she panted, her hands trembling against my sides. “Transfer the energy to your Core, Eric! Take all of it for yourself...you deserve it…!” 
 
    I did. Yet I found I couldn’t. The golden core refused to budge, stubbornly resisting my attempts to dissolve it. 
 
    “It’s not working,” I said after a few moments. “It’s not happening.” 
 
    Hazel’s head snapped backward. “What? It should be the most natural thing in the world, Eric! The Beast Core is already inside you!” 
 
    Awkward, I thought, glancing over at Anna. She looked majorly jealous now. Whether that would translate to an argument later or the roughest sex of my life once Hazel went to bed remained to be seen. 
 
    “I told you, it won’t dissolve,” I growled, pulling away. 
 
    “Let me see,” Hazel snapped, putting her hand to my side. Her eyes rolled back in her head, only the whites showing, and for a few moments, I got the strangest sensation of pins and needles going up and down my spine. The hell? Was this some kind of scan? 
 
    As quickly as it came, the sensation vanished. Hazel snapped back to herself—and shot across the floor like the bottoms of her legs were greased. Her shoulders hit the wall next to the fireplace, her eyes as big as a doe’s. 
 
    “You… how!?” She gasped, her jaw hanging wide open. “What is this, Eric!?” 
 
    Huh? “You tell me,” I said, narrowing my eyes. “Is there something wrong with my Core?” 
 
    “Something wrong…” Sweat beaded on Hazel’s forehead. She shook her head, laughing ruefully. “Your Core isn’t golden,” she whispered, looking nearly shaken enough to pass out. “It’s Black. A Black Core.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, a little taken aback. “I didn’t know that was strange. I’d have told you, but Eliezer made it sound like no big deal.” 
 
    Hazel held a hand to her lips. “I’ve never seen anything like it before,” she confessed, looking almost lost. “It must be a lost method of cultivation. Or a secret, guarded by a sacred few. What... what has Eliezer done!” 
 
    My chest surged. “So you believe us about Eliezer now? The Peak Supreme God?” 
 
    Hazel nodded like a bobblehead, still shaken. “Yes,” she panted. “This... we must report this to Guildmaster Ji. We’ll have to leave at first light—the Hollow Frogs should hear of this…” 
 
    “In that case,” I said, adopting a gentle tone, “we should probably get some rest, right?” 
 
    Hazel stared at me as if she’d never heard of the term. She blinked, the glazed expression in her eyes faded. “Yes,” she said, mastering herself. “That would be a good idea.” She gestured at the curtain separating the shack in two. “You two may take the bed. After the battle we’ve just been through, something soft beneath you should do some good. I’ll keep the first watch—after the shock I’ve just experienced, it will likely take me time to calm back down.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” I said, glancing back toward the bed. “If you get tired, though, you could always crawl in with us. I think there’s enough room…” 
 
    Both women gave me a scandalized look. Yet my new senses showed me the interest beneath the expressions of surprise society compelled them to give an offer like that. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Hazel said wearily. “You two lay down. This has been a long day.” 
 
    “You’ve got that right,” I said with a chuckle, guiding Anna behind the curtain. “See you in the morning, Hazel?” 
 
    “See you in the morning,” she agreed, turning from the fire to the open door of the shack. She was still standing there when I drew back the curtain, giving Anna and me the fraction of privacy we’d have that night. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hey, Eric,” Anna whispered, peering around the side of the curtain. “I think Hazel’s asleep.” 
 
    Around an hour had elapsed since Hazel touched my Core and made the fateful discovery of my special nature—though without a watch or a smartphone to tell the time, of course I couldn’t be sure. The darkness beyond the shack felt total. Even the animals in the jungle trees had quieted down, shuffling off as a light rain fell against the roof of our shelter. 
 
    “Oh yeah?” I leaned over and peeked out myself. Hazel lay slumped over next to the fireplace, the embers burning low. It looked like she’d just finished tending it when she’d dropped off. 
 
    Anna nodded. “She’s definitely down for the count,” my girlfriend whispered. “Honestly, I don’t blame her. Did you see her face when she touched your Core? I thought the girl from The Ring was about to come out of the fireplace or something…” 
 
    The mental image made me chuckle.  
 
    “Apparently I’m very special,” I murmured, tucking the curtain back against the wall of the shack. The fabric formed an imperfect seal between Hazel’s side of the cabin and ours, yet the privacy gave a lightness to our conversation. We might not have been ‘alone’ alone, but at least we didn’t have a strange blonde warrior woman watching our every move. 
 
    “You are,” Anna agreed. 
 
     A slow, sleepy smile spread across my girlfriend’s face as she snuggled closer. Light danced with shadow across the ceiling as the fire bathed the cabin in warmth, but our little corner remained in shadow thanks to the curtain. Anna’s body against mine was even warmer. A situation like this could easily turn into the two of us passing out on the bed—but that wasn’t what either of us wanted. 
 
    I cupped Anna’s chin, tilting her face toward mine. “You feel like going back to Earth yet?” I asked, laughing a bit to take the sting out of it. 
 
    Anna shook her head. “Nope.” Her hand slid beneath the hem of my tunic, caressing my chest. “Not in the slightest.” 
 
    “You sure?” Her body moved faster against mine, more insistent. “I brought you to a world where you turn into a scythe whenever there’s danger. I wouldn’t blame you if you wanted to go on a date that was a little bit easier to explain to the parents…” 
 
    Anna giggled, tossing her head back. It exposed the slender hollow of her throat and pushed her cleavage right up against my chin.  
 
    “Eric,” she panted, staring at me with those big, doe eyes. “Why are you trying to ruin a good thing? You know this is exactly what I want.” 
 
    My hands traveled to Anna’s ass. She pushed me down onto the bed with a hiss, straddling my hips to muffle the sound of the two of us tumbling together on the mattress. The thought of accidentally waking Hazel never strayed far from her mind, even as her hands reached for my belt. 
 
    “Just making sure,” I gasped, grabbing a handful of her hair, “that you’re okay with all this. With being the woman of an ‘Early Core Formation’.” 
 
    White teeth flashed in the darkness as Anna nibbled her bottom lip. “I’m not going to lie,” the blonde panted, “this is the craziest fucking date I’ve ever been on. It’s still hard to believe all of this is real. But you know something?” 
 
    “What?” I asked, untying the back of Anna’s robe. It hung from her curves, loosening in the front until the sides of her ample breasts were clearly visible. 
 
    For a moment, Anna looked almost nervous. “I like it,” she whispered, unfastening my belt. “I like turning into that scythe and tearing shit up. I like getting stronger and more powerful, like a cool video game.” Her hand slid into my pants. “And most of all, I like feeling that Mana shit when the two of us get hot and heavy, Eric.” 
 
    “Me too,” I gasped as her fingers encircled my cock. Anna knew just how to stroke me: hard and fast, bringing my cock to its full length and girth with a few expert ministrations. “It’s wild, isn’t it? It makes everything so much more intense!” 
 
    “Mmh hmm,” Anna purred. “I like intense. I think it’s going to feel even better this time around…” 
 
    With that, Anna lowered her head into my lap. I let out a gasp as her soft, pouty lips kissed the tip of my cock, then engulfed the entire head in wet, searing warmth. A silent cry of passion escaped me, requiring all my concentration to keep from waking Hazel. She was so close to us—she’d be able to hear everything. 
 
    Anna hummed around my shaft as she wrapped her lips tighter around me. That hot little mouth of hers moved up and down my cock, taking me all the way down to the balls as she got me wet and ready to fuck her. She slid across the bed, sticking her ass all the way in the air as she blew me. The remains of her robe came off easily, leaving her naked save for those amazing thigh-high leather boots. 
 
    For a moment, I closed my eyes, riding the intense sensation of Anna’s mouth around me. When I opened them again, looking down, her horns had grown even larger on her forehead. Her ears lengthened further, like slender daggers, as she bobbed up and down on me. Anna flashed a naughty wink as she kept on sucking, acknowledging the change. 
 
    It wasn’t the first time she had changed—but now, with her naked before me, I could savor it in ways I’d been unable to previously. Her breasts and ass were larger than they’d been a few moments ago, giving her a perfect hourglass shape to go with the sleek muscle in her limbs. Anna was already the most gorgeous girl I’d ever had in my bed to begin with, but now she looked like my very own personal porn star. My elf porn star. 
 
    The Black Core in my side began to vibrate. The air thickened with magic, Anna’s eyes shining with an unearthly light as she kept on sucking. Her own hand played between her thighs, spreading her soft folds as she fingered herself in time with her lips. I could feel her energy and mine vibrating in sync, the way it had back in my bedroom on Earth. Only it felt even stronger this time—it was completely irresistible. 
 
    Feeling bold, I took hold of Anna’s horns. The slender protrusions made perfect handholds, even better than a ponytail for encouraging a girl to go deep. I pulled them downward as I upthrust between her lips, filling Anna’s sweet little mouth until the head of my cock hit the back of her throat. She gagged around me gently, her eyes wide with shock at how deep she could take me. 
 
    After a few rounds of this, her mouth left my cock with a wet little pop. “I bet you’ve never had a girl deep-throat you like that before,” my girlfriend said proudly. 
 
    “Fuck,” I panted, looking her naked body up and down. “You’re feeling it too, right?” 
 
    She beamed in response. “Totally. I need you inside me, Eric.” 
 
    “I need to be inside you,” I growled, taking her by the shoulders. Her Mana, my Mana—they intertwined like the two halves of a yin-yang, increasing the intensity of every sensation. I felt high off it, and I knew Anna did, too. Both of us wanted to see how far we could push this. 
 
    I slid to the edge of the bed with her in my arms, bracing my feet firmly on the floor. Then I moved Anna into my lap, her knees to either side of my hips. My hands went to her waist and ass, holding her tightly so she wouldn’t fall. The position put her big breasts in my face, right where they belonged. 
 
    “Ride me,” I grunted, spanking her ass. The sharp slap filled the cabin, and for a moment, the two of us stared wide-eyed at each other, worried we’d just woken Hazel up. 
 
    From the other side of the curtain came the sound of the warrior woman snorting in her sleep. She rolled over, jostling the curtain with a foot, and Anna giggled. 
 
    “That was close,” she said, nibbling her bottom lip nervously. “I don’t think I’m going to be able to stay quiet, Eric.” 
 
    “Me either,” I said with a little laugh. “Once we get into it, though, I doubt she’s going to stop us. She wouldn’t dare.” 
 
    Anna’s eyes said she was still a little worried Hazel might try it—but the way her legs gripped me told me she didn’t much care. She straddled my cock, her dripping slit only inches away from the release we both so desperately needed. I knew I wouldn’t be able to hold back much longer. If Anna didn’t offer it to me, I’d end up taking it. Mana surged in both of our bodies, as if the universe itself was eager for our coupling. 
 
    “You know,” Anna said in a concerned whisper, “we still don’t have condoms…” 
 
    I knew that. But nothing was going to stop me, not tonight. “Is that a problem?” 
 
    Anna shook her head. “Even if we did, I wouldn’t want to use them. I want to feel you, Eric. I... I need you to come inside me…” 
 
    One look in her eyes told me we both understood each other perfectly. “It would probably fuck with the magic, too,” I said, stroking her hair. It was a stretch, and both of us knew it. But hey, any excuse, right? 
 
    “Fuck it,” she panted, her eyes shining in the darkness. “You only live once, right?” 
 
    A trickle of worry flowed through me—but as she lowered herself onto me, it quickly faded. All I could think about was how wet and tight Anna’s pussy felt around my cock—as if it had been made for me. I groaned against her neck as I bottomed out inside of her, stretching her walls as she settled into my lap. 
 
    “Ohhh yeah,” Anna whimpered, barely able to constrain herself. “Yeah, that feels much better bare…” 
 
    I slid my hands beneath Anna’s ass and lifted her. A squeal of surprise escaped her lips at my strength, so capable of using her in my arms like a ragdoll. I brought her upward until only the tip of my cock remained pushing into her folds, then slammed her back down, burying myself inside of her as deep as I could. Her eyes rolled back in her head, a trickle of drool escaping the side of her mouth as she struggled to keep from crying out. 
 
    “So much better,” I agreed, growling against her ear. “Going to fuck your brains out tonight, baby girl.” 
 
    The two of us moved in perfect sync, like two halves of the same machine. As we fucked, the Core inside of me kept pulsing, vibrating at the same frequency as Anna’s body. The wall between me and her felt thin, permeable—I swore I could feel her feeling the things I was doing to her. Every time I brought my hand down on her ass, adding another of those dangerous, potentially Hazel-wakening slaps to the pleasure, pain surged in my own veins. 
 
    “Ahhh fuck!” Anna whispered, thrusting her tits in my face. She rode me with a vengeance, and if the mattress had been filled with springs, they would have not so much squeaked as begged for mercy. “Are you feeling this, baby!? Are you feeling what I’m feeling right now!?” 
 
    I was. We were. I’d never had sex like this before. A husband and a wife who’d been together for fifty years, who’d been intimate every single day of those fifty years, still wouldn’t know each other’s bodies and pleasure the way Anna and I did. Every thrust inside of her tight, spasming channel hit the exact spot it needed to hit to send us both into the stratosphere. The way the muscles contracted in Anna’s expressions of pleasure were as clear as an open book, telling me exactly what I needed to do to drive her absolutely wild. 
 
    Before long we were making enough noise to wake not only Hazel but the entire jungle around us. A strange aura bathed our bodies, making our side of the cabin even brighter than the one with the fireplace. Anna’s body shimmered in my arms and transformed again, her nails extending and her horns lengthening like some kind of demon. I didn’t care: I just fucked her harder. 
 
    Then those nails raked the front of my chest, drawing blood. A scream worked its way up my throat—and died as the ragged gashes instantly healed. The light that surrounded us poured into the wound, soothing it away and transforming my pain into pleasure. 
 
    Along with it came knowledge. Fuck, I was cultivating, wasn’t I? The two of us grew stronger as we fucked, banging our way into a whole new level of ability! 
 
    “Yah!” Anna growled, her voice something both more and less than human. “Nuh, uh yeaaah!” 
 
    As the head of my cock plunged all the way to her cervix, Anna leaned forward and bit down on my lip. Her fangs sank right through, filling my mouth with blood. My girlfriend howled savagely at the taste, her inner muscles clenching around me as she rode me with renewed vigor. Her hips became a blur as she wounded me again and again, raking my back with her long nails, biting my shoulder as the pleasure coursed through her transformed body. 
 
    Enough of this, I thought, grabbing hold of her tightly. I couldn’t deny that it felt amazing to be treated this way by Anna, but when I came, I didn’t want to feel like her personal chew toy. I wanted to be in control. 
 
    I shoved her against the wall, forcing her to her hands and knees facing the headboard. Just like she’d done when she warmed me up with her mouth, she stuck her big ass in the air and buried her face against the pillow. With Anna face down, ass up, her round rear bobbing in my face with the dripping slit beneath it, she proved a temptation I couldn’t possibly resist. 
 
    I impaled her in one smooth stroke, grabbing her horns for leverage, and then I started really fucking her.  
 
    “You like that?” I growled, pumping inside of her like a piston. I knew damn well she did, but I wanted to hear it. I wanted that sweet little voice of hers to send me over the edge. “You like it when I use you like that, Anna? Show you what you really are!?” 
 
    “Yessss,” Anna hissed, the sound like steam leaving a boiling kettle. A long, demonic tongue lolled from the side of her mouth, forked like a snake’s. “Don’t stop, Eric! Don’t fucking stop!” 
 
    “Tell me what you are,” I demanded, putting a hand on the back of her neck as I pumped madly between her thighs. The pleasure built and built inside of both of us, surging at the same speed as if the two of us had become the same person. It became utterly unbearable, our bodies crying out for release. 
 
    “I’m your whore!” Anna screamed. Her nails raked the wall, gouging deep gashes into the wood. “Fuck me, Eric, I’m your whooore! Oh fuck, please come inside of me please!” 
 
    The Black Core quivered inside of me as the familiar rush began to build. Strangely, something rattled inside of my Core, like the ball inside a bottle of spray paint. The sensation was so strange that it took me out of the experience for a moment, made me push my hand to my side. What was that? 
 
    A golden glow erupted from my side. The Beast Core! Whatever sex magic Anna and I were in the middle of performing, it was transforming the Core that Hazel gave me. Purifying it. The strange feeling of food stuck in my gut was gone, replaced by a pleasure so pure and sweet it was hard to hold myself back from the brink. 
 
    Anna clearly didn’t want me to hold myself back. She glanced over her shoulder at me, grinning, and suddenly everything between her legs tightened. I cried out with bliss as her inner walls gripped me, moving in ways no ordinary woman’s pussy ever had before. 
 
    “What the fuck are you doing?” I managed to gasp. “Holy shit, that’s amazing!” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Anna confessed with a guilty grin. “This Mana stuff… I just kind of started slamming it between my legs. Is it making you feel good, baby?” 
 
    Was it making me feel good…? Holy shit! Waves of intense, tingling heat spread through my cock as Anna’s pussy worked its magic, its ridges gripping and stroking me even as she provided me an eager hole for my thrusts. Words failed me—but the intense, guttural cry that left me as I wrapped my hands around Anna’s hips and buried myself as hard as I could inside her told her everything she needed to know. 
 
    “I can feel it too,” she panted. She arched her back so tightly she could nearly lean over and kiss me, her spine a perfect ‘U’. “I feel everything you’re feeling, Eric! It’s so fucking wild! Try it!” 
 
    For a moment, the necessary magic eluded me. Then I reached out and absorbed some of the glowing aura around me, shunting it into my cock. It swelled up instantly, filling every crevice of Anna’s tight channel. Ridges of my own exploded along the sides, tight and high to drive her absolutely out of her mind with every thrust. 
 
    Anna nearly came apart around me. Her pussy boiled over, wetness coating her thighs as she slammed her hips back on me. There was no way Hazel could still be asleep in all this—it’d be like napping as a jet engine took off. Yet she didn’t try to peel back the curtain. Maybe she was afraid of what we’d do to her. 
 
    On the next thrust, Anna screamed—but only for a moment. I clamped my hand over her mouth, stifling the noise, then in an impulse I didn’t fully understand, blocked her nostrils as well. Anna’s eyes widened as I cut off her air supply, her eyes rolling back in her head. Fuck yes, I thought, something dark and primal rolling through me. That’s so hot. 
 
    I held her just like that almost to the point of her passing out, then let her go. Instead of the gasps I expected, Anna grabbed my hand and forced it back over her mouth. Apparently she couldn’t pass out—just like with our injuries, the magic kept healing her over and over again at the point of unconsciousness. Leaving her in that perfect state of asphyxiation, riding the intense high of getting zero air and all of my cock. 
 
    She was loving this. I was loving this. Neither of us had ever experienced anything so intense before. I’d never been so dominant, and Anna had never been such a shameless whore, yet we each slipped into our roles like we had been born to play them. I wouldn’t call it love, exactly—yet I knew Anna more intimately than any man knew his wife. 
 
    I didn’t need to tell her I was about to come. She could feel it, just as I could feel her own climax approaching. We worked each other to an Everest-sized peak, then jumped off together. 
 
    The hand over her mouth wrapped around her throat as the orgasm washed over me, squeezing so hard a normal woman would have had her windpipe crushed. Anna groaned with delight, her own climax triggering at the same moment. Mana surged through both of our bodies, concentrating at the point where the two of us met. My cock jerked against her core as I erupted, filling her pussy with thick ropes of hot, voluminous seed. I couldn’t see them, but somehow I knew they glowed as well, filled with this strange energy that animated us both. 
 
    Anna’s pussy clenched around me as I shot, literally milking my cock dry. Her inner muscles sucked in my load, pulling all of it deep into her womb where it belonged. She locked eyes with me over my shoulder then kissed me hard, our tongues entwining as I pumped her fertile pussy to the brim with my rich, virile cream. 
 
    Our entire lives had led up to this moment. Nothing could ever match this peak again—we’d reached the zenith of human experience, a pleasure most mortals could never hope to grasp. Little flickers of love and devotion showed on Anna’s face as her sex contracted around me, drawing out the last few jets of seed from my balls. 
 
    Then the Core inside of me wobbled, and the world exploded. 
 
    A golden glow lit up the cabin like a fucking supernova, brighter than a thousand suns. It blinded both of us, but the cries that left our lips were not of pain but pleasure. Such pleasure! It built and built, beyond orgasms or even multiple orgasms. It ripped away my senses, leaving nothing but the feeling of Anna’s soft perfect body all over mine as a tidal wave of pleasure destroyed me. 
 
    Galaxies swam in my vision. Inside that wave of toe-curling pleasure, I saw things no Earthly man had ever laid eyes on. It was like the curtain had been drawn back on reality, showing me the true name of the universe. The music of the spheres, the beauty of the heavenly court, golden cities filled with molten rivers of liquid diamonds—all of them cascaded through my brain, like a lifetime’s worth of dreams experienced in one searing moment. I rode it like the apex of a rollercoaster, dimly remembering that Anna had never allowed herself to ride one before. 
 
    She’d wanted to be safe. 
 
    There was nothing safe about the veritable geyser of seed I pumped into her as we came down from the incredible vision. It should have been impossible for my body to produce a single drop of sperm after that amazing fucking, yet it flowed and flowed until I wondered if the orgasmic pleasure would ever end. Anna ground herself on me again and again as we both came down from our peaks, intent on getting every bit of my essence inside of her that she could. 
 
    Finally, we collapsed, utterly exhausted. Anna lay on her back across the bed, with my on top of her, my cock still inside of her. Both of us felt reluctant to pull back. My head rested against her sweat-covered breasts for long moments, the two of us basking in each other’s presence as we recovered. 
 
    When my eyes finally opened, words floated in the air above the foot of the bed: 
 
      
 
    Marsh Croc Beast Core Absorbed Using Dual Cultivation! 
 
    Comprehension of Wood Increased! 
 
      
 
    Initiating Memorize Stage (Level 1: Gust) 
 
    Memorize Stage reached 80% (Level 1: Gust) 
 
      
 
    Initiating Memorize Stage (Level 1: Blossom) 
 
    Memorize Stage reached 10% (Level 1: Blossom) 
 
      
 
    I stared at the words, too stoned from the pleasure to make much sense of them. Next to me, Anna let out a raunchy giggle. “Oh yeah,” she panted, giving my ass a hearty slap. “I definitely comprehend ‘wood’ a whole lot better after all that.” 
 
    She hugged me tight, then pulled off of me with a little groan. The two of us lay together beneath the covers, naked and spent. For a while, we just let our hands roam over each other’s bodies, laughing in the joy of discovery like newborns. Eventually, though, we had to return to the real world. 
 
    “Did you get more powerful, too?” I asked. Anna lay on her side, the covers bunched up around her waist. I spooned her from the back, my arm against the undersides of her breasts. “I heard you make that crack about wood…” 
 
    “Mmh hmm,” Anna said, brushing her hair out of my face. It was still sweaty, and she’d rather put her warm face against mine. “I’ve grown more powerful in the Memorize stage of Gust. Level One, of course. I’m at 40%.” 
 
    “I hit 80% in that,” I confided with a grin. “Plus I started Memorizing a new ability. Something called ‘Blossom’. Only 10% Memorization in that, though.” 
 
    Anna looked interested. “Any idea what that might be?” 
 
    I shrugged. After that good, hard fucking, I felt like I could sleep for a week. “No clue.” 
 
    “Maybe you should try and cast it,” Anna said. “Assuming it’s not too destructive, of course.” 
 
    That sounded like a good idea. I doubted anything called Blossom could really cause that much damage—unless it wore a blue skirt and beat up bad guys on Cartoon Network. Leaning over the side of the bed, I put a finger on a bare patch of dirt between two floorboards and concentrated. Something inside me said that was the right way to do it. 
 
    I felt... something pass from my finger into the ground. A few moments later, a tiny sapling sprouted from the dirt, pushing the gap between the two floorboards a little wider. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I said, staring at it with wonder. “Apparently I can make plants grow.” 
 
    “You’ve got a green thumb,” Anna grinned, wrapping her arms around me from behind. “Maybe you can be my sexy gardener.” 
 
    I cocked an eyebrow. “A sexy gardener?” 
 
    Spots of color rose to Anna’s cheeks. “Hey, I always kind of had a crush on the guy from Harvest Moon. Don’t tease me!” 
 
    My hands went to her sides, pulling her naked body against mine. “You try your spell,” I laughed, watching her try to wriggle out of my grip. “Come on, Gust me! Knock me into a tree like that bastard crocodile.” 
 
    Anna threw her hands up and cast the spell. Wind leapt over my bare chest, rattling the curtain in the center of the cabin, yet in truth not much more than a light breeze left the blonde. 
 
    “I guess it’s not too powerful,” Anna said with a shrug. “But it’ll be handy if I’m taking a selfie and need to go for that ‘wind-swept’ look.” 
 
    I didn’t think Anna would have much chance to take selfies in this strange new world, but I wasn’t about to harsh her buzz. “It’ll probably get more powerful the more you increase your Comprehension of Wood,” I said, holding her. “In fact, I’m pretty sure increasing the Memorization percentage gets us better at Elemental Mastery. I could make a Gust right now that would probably knock this shack down like something out of The Three Little Pigs.” 
 
    A smile spread across Anna’s face. “Shit, don’t do that,” she teased, glancing at the curtain. “You’ll wake Hazel up. I’m amazed she’s not up already…” 
 
    Both of us trailed off, staring at each other. We didn’t need to talk to know exactly what the other person was thinking. Anna struggled to keep a straight face, suppressing laughter as we both realized the truth. 
 
    “I know,” I said, finding it hard to keep from laughing myself. “This is so totally fucking crazy. I feel like it’s too good to be true. Like I’ve hit the lottery.” 
 
    “We get to have insanely hot sex,” Anna said, overcome by her giggles. “Then, that sex makes us more powerful. Jeez, maybe Eliezer’s not such a bastard after all…” 
 
    “He might be the Peak Supreme God or whatever,” I said, grabbing Anna’s ass, “but he was wrong about one thing for sure. Girls are not a distraction from the Eternal Dao. This is what’s going to power us both up, babe. We’re gonna get the edge we need to succeed in this world, and we’re gonna have so much fucking fun doing it—” 
 
    I let out a pained yelp. Anna raked my chest with her nails, leaving a shallow gash. A droplet of blood oozed from the cut. Thankfully her nails had gone back to normal after her orgasm, otherwise I’d have needed stitches. 
 
    “What the fuck was that for?” I asked. 
 
    Anna looked stricken. “I... I thought it would heal,” she said, staring at the tiny wound. “Like when I dug my nails into your back.” 
 
    “Or when you bit me,” I added. 
 
    Anna nibbled her bottom lip. “Or that,” she said, her cheeks growing flushed again. “I guess the healing magic only happens when we’re fucking. Good to know.” 
 
    I fingered the cut. “Hmm, I’m not sure. Maybe you should give me a quick BJ and  see if this thing heals itself…” 
 
    Anna rolled her eyes, then nibbled at my shoulder. This time she was much more gentle—I liked that kind of biting a lot more. 
 
    “I’m serious,” I laughed, rolling with her in the sheets. “You’ve wounded me, Anna! I won’t be back to full fighting strength unless we get each other off again!” 
 
    A cough echoed through the cabin. 
 
    Anna and I froze. My girlfriend looked like someone who’d just gotten caught with her hand in the cookie jar. “Oh shit,” she whispered, grabbing the edge of the covers and pulling it up over her head. “Hide me…!” 
 
    The side of the curtain retracted. Hazel had awoken—honestly, she’d probably been up for the whole thing with Anna and I. She just hadn’t intruded until now. She pulled back the curtain and closed it behind her, crossing her arms beneath her breasts as she stared me down. 
 
    Before I could say a word, Anna let out a squeal and shot across the bed. Unfortunately, she still had the covers wrapped around her shoulders—which meant that as she moved, the blanket moved with her. In a flash, I was naked, laying across the mattress with my cock flopping against my thigh, covered in Anna’s juices. Hazel’s face went white as a sheet. 
 
    “You woke me,” Hazel drawled, pointedly avoiding looking at my cock. 
 
    Anna’s head popped out of the sheets. “Sorry,” she whispered—although whether this was to Hazel for waking her or to me for leaving me naked, I wasn’t sure. Maybe both. 
 
    Hazel shrugged, as if to say she’d expected this to happen. “You purified your Beast Core,” she said, staring at me with a flat expression. “While you were copulating.” 
 
    Copulating wasn’t what I would have called it, but I wasn’t about to argue. “Yeah,” I said, clearing my throat. I sat up, grabbed the side of the covers, and tugged them over my junk. Now I was just mostly naked instead of totally naked. “I didn’t really know what I was doing. It just kinda happened.” 
 
    Hazel nodded. “If what I overheard from the two of you is true, then this is a thing rare indeed. Much like your Black Core, the art of Dual Cultivation is only spoken of in whispers, a relic of a bygone era.” 
 
    “Dual Cultivation,” I repeated, remembering the words floating over the foot of my bed. “Yeah, that’s what Anna and I did. Together.” 
 
    Hazel gave me an awkward look. “Yes,” she said. “It’s a kind of... sex magic.” 
 
    Anna’s ears perked up. “So it’s true, then? When Eric and I fuck, we get more powerful?” 
 
    Hazel winced at the word fuck. “Dual Cultivation has many purposes,” she said, narrowing her eyes. “But to put it crudely... yes. Yes, you will.” 
 
    Anna gasped. “That is so awesome!” 
 
    Hazel reached into her robe and tossed something to me. It took a moment to realize it was a handkerchief: a balled up bit of soft, white fabric. “You should clean that blood,” she said. 
 
    “You want this back?” I asked after I wiped at the cut.  
 
    “You can keep it,” Hazel said, pursing her lips. “Oh, and one other thing. As I’m sure you’ve discovered, many things are enhanced during Dual Cultivation: your senses, your pleasure—and your healing.” 
 
    “Yeah, Anna kinda tore me up in the sack,” I said, grinning at my girlfriend. “I didn’t know you liked it so rough…” 
 
    “Please,” Hazel said, holding up a hand for me to stop. “Enough. What you experience during Dual Cultivation is temporary—what you do during that state is unlikely to be mirrored outside of the... intimate moment you’re sharing with your partner. So if you wish to harm yourself in order to increase your knowledge, I’d recommend you constrain yourself to doing it while you are copulating.” 
 
    “Intimate moment?” Anna held her hand over her mouth, stifling a laugh. It reminded me so much of the way I’d clapped my hand over her mouth and nose during sex that a surge of lust passed through me. “Copulation? You know you can say words like ‘sex’ and ‘fucking’, right? You’re a full-grown adult, Hazel—we don’t need to tiptoe around the subject!” 
 
    “It’s totally natural,” I agreed, wrapping a hand around Anna’s waist. “Not to mention fun.” 
 
    “If you wanted us to stop,” Anna said, a teasing lilt entering her tone, “you could have pulled back the curtains and drawn that nifty sword of yours. But you didn’t—instead, you sat behind that curtain and listened to us get off.” Her eyes narrowed in exactly the same way as Hazel’s. “Did you like it, Hazel?” she purred in a sultry whisper. “Did it make you wish you were in this bed with us, taking Eric’s magic cock?” 
 
    Hazel went taut as a bow. I could tell she just barely managed to hold onto her anger—yet with my new skills of perception, I felt something even deeper beneath the rage. Arousal. So Anna had struck the mark after all… 
 
    “We should speak no more of this,” Hazel said, pulling back the curtain. “And please—no more copulating in the night. At least one of us should have sufficient sleep for tomorrow’s efforts.” 
 
    The curtain slammed shut. Anna pouted in my arms. “We won’t copulate,” she purred, rolling her eyes, “but I can’t guarantee we won’t fuck.” 
 
    “Better not,” I whispered, shaking my head. “Don’t antagonize her. You shook her tonight.” 
 
    Anna peered into my eyes. “Did I? Maybe she deserves it for being a little prude. Besides, I’ve seen the way she looks at you.” A yawn escaped her lips, and she snuggled up against me. “I’m beat. Hold me, Eric. Let’s catch some Z’s.” 
 
    As she collapsed into my arms, I felt a weight settle on my eyelids. Within moments, I was out like a light, one thought following me down into the darkness: 
 
    How exactly did Anna think Hazel was looking at me? 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning, we got dressed without much fuss and put out the fire. Hazel didn’t say a word the entire time—after the events of last night, she’d apparently decided to put some distance between herself and us. That was fine with me. I still felt a little out of sorts from the wild night I’d had with Anna, as if the two of us had knocked each other a little out of step with reality. 
 
    The two of us laughed and giggled as we headed back out into the jungle, sharing secret jokes. Our relationship was new, and both of us felt loose and free after the crazy, intimate night of sex we’d had. I felt like I understood Anna in a whole new way, and I knew she felt the same thing about me. We were more than just lovers, or even boyfriend and girlfriend. Anna was both my woman and my weapon, and I’d just begun to learn how intimately a cultivator could be with her in both contexts. 
 
    The day warmed rapidly as we made our way down the trail. Sunlight broke through the trees, highlighting the vine-strewn forest below. Picking our way through was sometimes treacherous, but mostly just mundane. Despite a few jibes from Anna, Hazel remained steadfastly silent during our march. 
 
    I was wondering if she’d made a personal vow not to say another word until she presented us to Guildmaster Ji when she stopped suddenly, reaching for her sword. “Ready yourselves,” the warrior woman hissed. “There are monsters approaching!” 
 
    I knew what that meant. “Anna,” I said, looking over at her. “Would you…?” 
 
    “On it!” Anna said.  
 
    In a flash, she began to transform. This time she even did a little move as the fantastic light rolled over her body, posing like Sailor Moon as she went from gorgeous woman to dangerous, bladed weapon.  
 
    I plucked the scythe out of the air and twirled it in a two-handed grip, ready for action. 
 
    “Bring it on,” I growled, gritting my teeth and watching the trees. 
 
    “Hell yeah!” A voice in my head giggled. 
 
    I nearly dropped the scythe. “Anna?” I asked out loud, looking at the weapon. “Babe, is that you?” 
 
    The scythe laughed. Except it did so only inside of my head, the giggle echoing in my skull. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s me,” she purred, in the same voice Anna used when she was about to throw me down and mount me. “I’m so ready to tear some monsters apart! It’s weird—I have the craziest urge to cause carnage when I’m the scythe.” 
 
    “Maybe you’ll get pleasure from killing monsters?” I thought at her. 
 
    “Fuck, I hope so!” The thought came into my skull fringed with pleasure. “Promise me you’ll let me get the killing blow on whatever this fucker is, instead of that prude Hazel. Got it?” 
 
    “I’ll do the best I can,” I whispered to the scythe. “And you should really get off her case. We don’t know what people are like here. Hazel might be less prudish than most.” 
 
    I felt the scythe shudder. “Perish the thought,” Anna said. “I have a hard time believing a culture that invented sex magic could be so squeamish.” 
 
    Just then, a half-dozen creatures entered the clearing. A group of those creepy, demonic squirrels, their claws extended and their beady red eyes glowing with malice.  
 
      
 
    Monsters Detected! 
 
    Nippers 
 
      
 
    The Nippers sized the two of us up—me with my scythe and Hazel with her curved sword—and moved as one toward the latter, converging on the blonde warrior in a flurry of fur. 
 
    “Shit!” I roared, charging. “Hazel, look out!” 
 
    Hazel swung at the first Nipper, cleaving it neatly in two in mid-air. As its carcass hit the ground, five more were on her, biting and clawing like manic toddlers. Hazel tried to take a step back, but she tripped over a vine and went down on her ass in a heap. The curved sword slipped from her fingers, landing in a pile of leaves as the squirrels continued the attack. 
 
    Two of the squirrels turned as I approached, their red eyes glowing with rage. One swing from the scythe and their tiny heads separated from their bodies, flying through the air in different directions. 
 
    “Fuck yes!” Anna groaned, sounding like she was on the verge of an orgasm. “Oh fuck FUCK, that felt so good, Eric! Use me more!” 
 
    So she does get off on combat, I thought, snickering. Well, if Anna wanted more blood, then that’s just what I’d give her. 
 
    As I approached, Hazel sat up and tossed one of the squirrels across the clearing with an angry scream. Its flailing body headed straight for me, and when I saw the curved sword on the ground, I saw an opportunity. 
 
    My fingers clenched the hilt, lifting Hazel’s weapon from the ground. “Hazel, catch—” 
 
    I trailed off. The moment my hand gripped the curved sword, a flood of information coursed through my brain. The squirrel sailed past me like a strike in baseball, completely forgotten. 
 
    Suddenly I knew everything there was to know about Hazel’s weapon. I realized that what Anna and I had merely called a ‘curved sword’ was really an elegant weapon called a dao, the same as the Eternal Dao Eliezer kept yammering on about. As I lifted the sword, testing its weight, I realized I knew a dozen different fighting stances and techniques I could use with it. The pointed tip made it perfect for thrusting, while the single-bladed edge gave the wielder almost unparalleled control of parries against blunt weapons like hammers and maces… 
 
    It’s not just the scythe, I realized, stunned. I get one of these info-dumps whenever I pick up a weapon. 
 
    Holy shit. I was like Neo in The Matrix: every new weapon downloaded itself into my brain on fast-forward.  
 
    If I could learn this skill with multiple weapons—did that mean I could turn Anna into multiple weapons? No, something about that felt wrong. Anna would remain a scythe, no matter what I did. It matched her nature perfectly. Then, could I turn a different woman into another kind of weapon? 
 
    “I think so,” Anna’s voice purred inside my brain. I hadn’t realized I’d been thinking out loud. 
 
    “That’s crazy,” I said, staring down at Hazel as she fought off the last two squirrels. My body hadn’t quite caught up with my brain just yet. “What if I can make a whole armory, Anna? A dozen different weapons I know how to use better than anyone else, molding themselves to fit me?” 
 
    “You mean like me?” I could feel Anna pursing non-existent lips inside my skull. “You know your weapons level up through sex, right? So what you’re really asking me is: should I make a harem of babes?”  
 
    The thought stunned me. I nearly dropped both weapons—then Anna giggled. 
 
    “Honestly, I’m kinda into it,” she whimpered. “But maybe that’s ‘cause I’m just superhorny in scythe form. Speaking of which, you should probably kill those pests and give Hazel her sword back!” 
 
    I snapped back to reality. Tossing the curved blade back to Hazel, I swung the scythe. I’d promised Anna carnage, and splitting the remaining two squirrels in half with a single blow certainly fit the bill. Blood stained the leaves as the creatures kicked weakly, dying within moments. 
 
    Once the carnage was over, I helped Hazel to her feet. She stood up, dusting herself off with an irritated expression. For a moment I thought she was mad at me—until I realized her rage focused inward. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, her voice filled with shame as she took the curved sword from my hand. “I owe you my life twice over, it seems. The Cores from this battle will go to you, by right.” 
 
    Next to me, the scythe shimmered and transformed back into Anna. She wore her tight little tunic, horns sticking from her forehead. The more I saw her in that transformed getup, the more I liked it. I kind of wished she could stay that way all the time. 
 
    “That was great,” Anna purred, rolling her neck. “I kinda feel like I need a cigarette after that battle…” 
 
    As Hazel bent over each squirrel corpse, harvesting the Cores, I pulled Anna aside. “What you said back there, when you were a scythe. Did you mean that?” 
 
    A smile played at the corner of Anna’s lips. “What, about you forming a harem?” 
 
    I swallowed hard. “About me using multiple weapons,” I corrected. 
 
    “Which you power up by having sex,” she said with a chuckle. “Now you and Hazel are using euphemisms for everything.” Then she relaxed. “Look, it probably won’t even happen, but if we did happen to run into some cutie who turns into a mean-ass halberd or some sweet nunchucks… I wouldn’t be totally opposed!” 
 
    My heart skipped a beat. “You’re serious,” I said, stunned. “You’d really be cool with that?” 
 
    She nuzzled my neck, then kissed me. “As long as I could join in,” she purred, giving the growing bulge between my legs a squeeze. “I bet a Triple Cultivation would be even more powerful than a Dual one. I might even like to learn how to handle Hazel’s weapon, if she could bring herself to loosen up a little…” 
 
    Now that was news to me! The thought of the three of us together made me a little weak in the knees, though I was careful not to let it show. Hazel had one hell of an abrasive personality—yet she was as gorgeous as the day was long. And I’d caught a glimpse of something a few times, underneath that hard exterior. Something soft and vulnerable, that maybe liked Anna and me more than she was willing to admit… 
 
    “I have the Cores,” Hazel said, striding across the clearing. She held a handful of those desiccated brown stones in one hand—and the corpse of a squirrel in the other. “As I said, you saved my life yet again. Meaning each of these belongs to you.” 
 
    I held up my hands. “No,” I said, shaking my head. “We’re a team, Hazel. Besides, you’re a lower level than me. If the gap between us gets any bigger, I’ll just end up saving you again and you’ll feel even worse. You should have the Cores.” 
 
    An unreadable look filled her face. “Wise words,” she said, sounding a little taken aback. “Perhaps we should split them, then? Three each?” 
 
    I nodded. “That sounds perfect. In exchange, maybe you can give me a lesson on how to use them. Are these Beast Cores, like the one I got from the Croc?” 
 
    Hazel stepped closer. I saw blood trickling between her fingers from the squirrel carcass in her hand. “Yes,” she explained, “these are Beast Cores. Though not as powerful as the one from the Marsh Croc, as it is a more dangerous monster.” She handed two of the brown orbs to me. “These you may go ahead and place inside your Black Core, the way you did before. I doubt you will be able to absorb them—likely, they will release their energy the next time you and Anna…” 
 
    She’d trailed off. “Copulate?” I asked, trying to be helpful. 
 
    “The next time you are together,” Hazel said, as if she’d tried to say have sex only to fail. “So you should try to do that as soon as possible—when I’m not around, of course.” 
 
    “Of course,” I agreed smoothly. She didn’t need to know Anna and I had just been discussing her doing a lot more than watching the next time we had sex. “That was two Cores. Where’s the third?” 
 
    Hazel tucked away her own Cores and held up the squirrel. “It’s still inside the monster,” she said with a wicked grin, holding the carcass up. 
 
    Anna made a face. “Eww, gross!” 
 
    “You won’t always have someone with you to harvest Cores from monsters,” Hazel explained, her tone slipping into that teacher mode she’d used when explaining the types of cultivation. “If you’re going to be serious about increasing your understanding of the universe, you’ll need to know how to remove the Core from a creature you’ve defeated. I might as well teach you now—otherwise, they’ll laugh at you once we reach Guildmaster Ji.” 
 
    I certainly didn’t want that. “Alright,” I said, rolling up my sleeves. “Show me how it’s done.” 
 
    Hazel and I crouched in the dirt, the squirrel laying between us. “The Core is located right next to a monster’s heart,” she explained, pointing at the squirrel’s chest with the tip of her knife. “This is generally true for every monster—although some of them have their hearts in some very odd places. There are large saurian beasts with the heart in a bulb at the tip of their tail, for example, so you can’t always just root inside the creature’s chest hoping for the best.” 
 
    I nodded. “But this squirrel—it’s right in here?” I tapped the same spot Hazel had indicated. 
 
    “Yes.” She flipped the knife around and held it out to me, handle first. “Go ahead and make a cut.” 
 
    I took the knife from her, trying not to think too hard about what I was about to do. To my surprise, there was no info-dump from the knife as I held it for the first time. Maybe whatever power lay inside of me considered the blade a tool, not a weapon, so I didn’t need to know every little thing about its construction and use. Hazel had sharpened the blade to a fine, honed edge, which cut into the squirrel’s chest easily. 
 
    “Good, good,” Hazel said as the chest burst open. “Now you have to just dig in there and get it.” 
 
    I tried to hide my disgust. “With my hand?” 
 
    Hazel cocked an eyebrow. “Do you want the Core, or not?” 
 
    With a groan, I slipped my hand into the squirrel’s chest cavity. Something warm and wet enveloped my hand, but it was nowhere near as fun as it usually was. “Jesus,” I winced. 
 
    “The Core will be in the center,” Hazel explained. “It’s small and brown, like the ones you’ve already seen. Those pitted indentations on the side should make it clear when you’re holding a Core, and not just an organ.” 
 
    My fingers dug in deeper. Trying to find the Core inside this squirrel was like digging into my ex-girlfriend’s purse trying to find where she’d put my car keys, only infinitely more gross. Fluids coated my hand as I pressed this way and that, trying to find the Core. 
 
    In the end, I needn’t have worried. The moment my fingertip touched the Beast Core, I felt a little sizzle of energy like touching a doorknob after rubbing your socks on carpet. I pulled the Core out, wiping it as clean as I could on Hazel’s handkerchief. Some ichor still clung to the Beast Core, but it looked much better on the outside of the squirrel than it had inside. 
 
    “Well done,” Hazel said, looking impressed. “Many Cultivators are squeamish their first time harvesting a Beast Core. Your fortitude speaks well of your potential skill.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, wiping my hand off on a nearby tree. Bits of blood and gore clung to my fingertips, stubbornly refusing to leave. Gross. “Reminds me a little bit of my high school biology class, to tell you the truth. Dissecting rats…” 
 
    One of Hazel’s flawless eyebrows rose. “Biology?” 
 
    It would take too long to explain. “I’ve done something like this before. Not for a very long time, though. And only briefly.” 
 
    Hazel nodded, evidently satisfied by my spotty explanation. “We should get going,” she said, staring off into the treeline. “Our guild’s local base is not far from here—perhaps another half-hour’s march. Hopefully we’ll make it there before more monsters converge on this location.” 
 
    As Hazel left the two of us in the dust, Anna came up and offered a high-five. With my non-squirrel covered hand, of course. “Nice job, dude,” she said, beaming with pride. “I couldn’t watch—the sight of blood makes me way too squeamish. If we come across any more of these Beast Cores, you just give me a head’s up before you start digging around in any bodies.” 
 
    How strange, I thought, looking Anna up and down. She gets off on bathing in blood when she’s a weapon, yet the sight of it makes her sick when she’s back in human form. It made me wonder, not for the first time, if the weapon transformation brought on by my cultivation unlocked some hidden desires even the person themselves didn’t know about. 
 
    If I ever ran into Eliezer again, I’d have to ask him. After thanking him for the sex magic, of course. The thing was, I was kind of thinking that maybe I shouldn’t want to get revenge on the dude, after all. I know realized that he’d given me a pretty sweat deal.  
 
    “Let’s get moving,” I said, hastening to catch up with Hazel. “That woman won’t think twice about leaving us behind. I kind of get the impression she doesn’t want to be anywhere near us.” 
 
    Anna flashed a secretive smile. “You don’t really believe that,” she purred, giving my shoulder a little bite as she passed. “You feel it too, right? What’s inside of Hazel?” 
 
    The two of us locked eyes, but didn’t say a word. For the moment, the emotion we’d noticed remained unspoken between us. Neither of us dared speak it allowed as we followed Hazel into the brush. 
 
    It wouldn’t be long, however, before those feelings broke through Hazel’s icy exterior and came to the surface. And once they did, things between us would never be the same. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The edge of the jungle ruins crept up on Anna and me. 
 
    Gradually, the low sloping hills of the Verdant Ruins gave way to flatland. If this really had been a video game, there probably would have been a loading screen as we made our way through a gap in the trees, emerging into the sun. As it stood, Anna and I found ourselves looking at the rough outline of a road, the brush on both sides cleared back enough for the sun to shine through. At the end of the path, a wall of logs stood upright, forming a tall, wooden palisade. This had to be the Hollow Frog Guild’s base of operations. 
 
    “We’re here,” Hazel said, her shoulders sagging with relief. “Home.” 
 
    It was about as happy as she ever looked. I couldn’t say the sight of the wooden fort filled me with excitement, exactly—but I was definitely looking forward to having a sturdy door between me and the monsters in this area. It would also be nice to get a soft, comfy bed under Anna and me. Both of us could definitely use some more ‘Dual Cultivation’. 
 
    As we got closer to the fort, I saw a deep trench gouged into the earth around the wall. The Guild had built a moat around their hideout, filling it with sharp wooden stakes and sludgy, toxic-looking brown water. A narrow bridge provided the only entrance point, with a big wooden gate on the other side. Hazel headed for it.  
 
    A trio of soldiers stood around the entrance to the fort, half-lounging in the shade of a barbican. Their robes were of the same forest green shade as Hazel’s outfit, the tails swaying in the wind. Over top of the fabric, they wore pieces of armor, painted a similar shade of green to that of their robes. 
 
    They let Hazel approach without incident. When they realized she had two newcomers behind her, they sprang into action, hands on their weapons. 
 
    “Halt!” the lead guard called, holding up a gauntleted fist. “Hazel, who are these people?” 
 
    Hazel gave us a desultory glance over her shoulder, then turned back to the guards. “Cultivators. I found them wandering around the Verdant Ruins, and decided to bring them back to Guildmaster Ji.” 
 
    The lead guard gave a start. “Rogue cultivators in our Mana Zone?” He shared a look with his comrades, each of whom fingered the hilts of their weapons nervously, looking us up and down. “You led these intruders directly to our base?” 
 
    Hazel crossed her arms beneath her breasts, giving the trio an irritated look. “They have a story for Guildmaster Ji. Besides, you’re supposed to be on patrol, aren’t you? As far as Ji is concerned, one of you is responsible for letting a cultivator pass into our Mana Zone.” She stood on tiptoe, sizing the men up one at a time. “Which one of you was supposed to be out in the forest?” 
 
    None of them wanted to admit to it. With a shame-faced expression, the man’s hand fell away from his weapon. “Bring them inside,” he growled, turning hard eyes onto me and Anna. “You’re responsible for them, Hazel. Any trouble they cause will be your fault.” 
 
    “We’ll let Guildmaster Ji decide that,” Hazel said, flipping her hair over one shoulder. “I’m sure he’ll love to hear how two cultivators managed to slip through our oh-so-tight security. Come along, you two. We have business with the boss.” 
 
    Anna and I walked through the gate, beneath the watchful eyes of the soldiers. The other side of the vestibule opened up into a small village, smoke rising from thatched-roof houses. Off in the distance, I heard the clank of a blacksmith working, the cheers of children chasing chickens, the murmur of gossip. It was a nice, cozy seeming place—the kind of quiet town where I could see Anna and I taking a long vacation. Maybe work on our sex magic at the same time… 
 
    We’d barely entered the town proper when Hazel stopped dead in her tracks. A barrel-chested man with a long goatee made his way down the main thoroughfare, heading in our direction with a purpose. Despite the friendly smile plastered to his face, something unkind glittered behind his eyes. A giant curved sword hung loosely at his side—the big brother to Hazel’s slender dao blade. 
 
    As he came closer, Hazel dropped to one knee in the street. No one seemed surprised in the least by this, which I took to mean that this guy was the leader of the town. Which also meant I knew exactly who he had to be. 
 
    “Guildmaster Ji, I presume?” I asked, holding out a hand. 
 
    The man stared at my outstretched palm as if I’d just spit in his face. After a moment, his eyes traveled down to Hazel on her knees. “Report,” he said flatly. 
 
    Shit, I thought. What a snub. This guy’s an asshole for sure. 
 
    If Hazel thought anything of such rude treatment, she didn’t let it show on her face. “Guildmaster Ji. I found this Early Core Formation cultivator in the Verdant Ruins Mana Zone. Together, we brought down a Marsh Croc and camped inside of the lookout near the river. He claims to have been brought here by a man named Eliezer, the Peak Supreme God.” She paused for a moment. “He also claims to belong to Clan Hyde.” 
 
    Curiously, Hazel didn’t mention anything about Dual Cultivation. I couldn’t help but wonder why. 
 
    Guildmaster Ji nodded curtly at her. “Thank you, Late Mana Gateway Cultivator Hazel. I will deal with this.” 
 
    Huh, I wondered, watching Hazel rise to her feet and scurry away. I guess they like to refer to cultivators by their full title here. Somehow, I got the impression that wasn’t common practice—rather, Guildmaster Ji liked reminding his subordinates how much more powerful he was than them. It seemed to match his character. 
 
    Without so much as a sideways glance at Anna, Guildmaster Ji stepped forward and sized me up. This close, I could see the cords of muscle standing out in the man’s arms and legs. He was a burly dude, to be sure, but he could definitely scrap. Even without magic on his side, I’d have hated to run into him in a bar fight or a dark alley. 
 
    His brows furrowed, and a strange wave of warmth rolled over me. It felt like something crawled up and down my back, like tiny insects running over my skin. I tried to scratch between my shoulder blades, but the maddening itch refused to give. When I looked back at Guildmaster Ji, flames burned in his dark eyes. 
 
    “Yes,” the Guildmaster said, his voice supernaturally deep. It almost sounded like someone with a megaphone speaking over a crowd, but turned down low enough not to shatter eardrums. “You have formed a Core. I can see that. But only recently... very recently.” 
 
    The itch probed deeper. Now it felt like those insects crawled beneath my skin, rather than on top of it. Even my teeth itched—it was utterly maddening. I grit my teeth. When would this feeling stop? 
 
    Suddenly, a touch of surprise entered Guildmaster Ji’s eyes. The flames in those dark orbs danced as he cocked his head slightly to the side. “Your Core has been constructed with unconventional methods,” he hissed, his eyes narrowing. “Tell me, young man—have you been using the forbidden technique of Demon Cultivation? Did my pupil Hazel introduce you to those black arts?” 
 
    “What?” I’d never even heard of Demon Cultivation. It wasn’t one of the five methods of cultivation Hazel had lectured me about. Unless it was another name for the forbidden fifth one—but that had just been harvesting Cores from other cultivators. No demons involved. 
 
    “Do not think to lie to me,” Ji growled. His hand strayed to the sword at his side. 
 
    “I only just met Hazel, sir. Me and Anna—that’s my girlfriend, there.” I jerked a thumb toward Anna, but Guildmaster Ji’s gaze didn’t turn. Those dark eyes continued staring at me, trying to bore holes through the back of my skull. “We ran into her in the woods, just like she said. The only things she’s introduced me to are a bunch of monsters. Oh, and she taught me how to dissect a squirrel.” 
 
    Confusion shone in Guildmaster Ji’s face. “Dissect a squirrel?” 
 
    Hazel coughed. “Early Core Formation Cultivator Eric had never harvested a Beast Core before,” she whispered, keeping her head bowed submissively as she spoke. I noted her using my full title, as if she wanted to remind Guildmaster Ji of how puny my power was compared to his. “I showed him how to extract a Core from a Nipper.” 
 
    The Guildmaster scoffed. “Never harvested a Core…! Tell me, Hazel, why did you give this whelp a Beast Core in the first place?” 
 
    Hazel looked as if she wanted to throw up. “He saved my life, sir,” she said, staring down at the ground. “I felt I owed it to him to split the proceeds of our battle.” 
 
    Guildmaster Ji spit onto the ground in front of Hazel. She winced, letting out a whining little squeal, her arms trembling. Why was she so afraid of this guy? He treated her like dirt—like she was less than dirt. Suddenly, I understood why Hazel was so abrasive to newcomers. If I had to deal with men like this every day, I’d be prickly, too. 
 
    “She shared the Cores,” Guildmaster Ji said, shaking his head ruefully. He turned his attention back to me. “You bear the mark of a Saint Realm or higher Cultivator—that much is perfectly clear from a single look at you. However, I very much doubt you’ve truly met with the Peak Supreme God. You are not worth the time of a being as powerful as Eliezer.” He frowned. “Nevertheless, I do not wish to incur the wrath of whoever has placed their seal upon you.” 
 
    I let out a sigh of relief. For a moment, I’d been sure he was going to draw that sword and try to take those Beast Cores back from me. Even with Anna singing in my hands, begging for bloodlust, I had no illusions that I’d be able to take someone as powerful as Guildmaster Ji in a straight fight. 
 
    Ji took a step forward, getting right in my face. It would have been more imposing if he’d been taller than me, but even in his boots, he and I were of roughly equal height.  
 
    “Know this,” he hissed, dropping his voice low enough that only me, Anna, and Hazel could hear. “You will replenish yourselves within my walls, as is the ancient custom. And once you have fed and rested, the two of you will be on your way. If you cross my path again, I will have justification for ending your life. Understand?” 
 
    “Perfectly,” I said, refusing to be intimidated. “Anna and I thank you for your hospitality. Perhaps Hazel could show us to our quarters…” 
 
    A slow, sadistic smile spread across Guildmaster Ji’s face. “Well now,” he snarled, chuckling darkly. “It’s funny you should mention that. I have a little problem I’ve been waiting for an opportunity to deal with—and thanks to you, I now have sufficient reason to do so.” 
 
    I had no idea what he could possibly be talking about. In fact, I wanted to get out of this man’s presence as soon as possible. There was something deeply unpleasant about Guildmaster Ji—even my Core could feel it. The mass inside of me vibrated at a different frequency when he was near, like a guard dog growling at a potential threat. I didn’t like him one bit. 
 
    Guildmaster Ji turned to Hazel. “Rise,” he commanded, his voice going as sharp as the knife Hazel used to slice defeated monsters open.  
 
    Hazel staggered to her feet, like someone anticipating a blow. 
 
    I wanted to tell her to give Guildmaster Ji the finger—assure her that we’d take her with us when we left this place. Even with her icy exterior in place, that strange inner emotion she had for Anna and me might win out. But this didn’t seem to be the time nor place for it, so I kept my mouth shut. 
 
    “Late Mana Gateway Cultivator Hazel.” Guildmaster Ji’s voice brimmed with pleasure. “You have consorted with Cultivators from outside of our guild, providing them with Cores and other forms of aid. You have therefore dishonored the Hollow Frog. For that, you must be punished.” 
 
    Hazel stiffened. Although she kept a straight face, tears welled in the corners of her eyes.  
 
    “Hey, wait a minute,” I protested. “She was just helping some travelers in need! She didn’t do anything wrong—” 
 
    Flames erupted from Guildmaster Ji’s eyes. He lifted his hands, and I saw more tongues of liquid fire dancing between his fingertips. The air thickened with Mana, a sadistic grin spreading across Guildmaster Ji’s shark-like face. His goatee quivered with barely suppressed laughter as he charged his spell. 
 
    Then he struck. Flames shot from his hands, engulfing Hazel’s body. The blonde warrior’s cry rose above the village, a horrible shriek of pure, unalloyed agony. It looked like someone had poured napalm all over her skin and set it alight. Strangely, the flames coursed over her body but left no burns behind—her skin remained smooth and unblemished, even as she screamed. 
 
    He knows how to hurt someone without leaving a mark, I thought, thinking of every TV show where an abuser would put a heavy object in a sock to mask the bruises. That sick fuck! 
 
    Before I could stop myself, I leapt at the Cultivator. I didn’t bother commanding Anna to transform into her scythe form—it wouldn’t have made up the difference in our power levels, and whatever this punishment was would probably be done by the time I could use Anna as a weapon. I wasn’t thinking rationally. I just acted. 
 
    I jumped onto the Guildmaster’s back, trying to get an arm around his neck. Maybe if I choked him out, I could disrupt the spell. His head turned a fraction of an inch, putting me on the edge of his peripheral vision, then his hand struck out. His punch felt like being hit in the side by a truck, tossing me to the ground. 
 
    As I struggled to rise, I saw Hazel writhing in the flames. Finally, she could take no more and collapsed to the ground, rolling back and forth across the bare earth as the fire scorched her. Black smoke rose from her uniform, sending a plume into the air that everyone in the village could see. Everyone inside the Hollow Frog Guild knew that Hazel was being punished, and they were just letting it happen! 
 
    After what must have felt like an eternity for poor Hazel, the flames died. She lay curled up in a ball on the ground, whimpering and sobbing. The sight of her in such a posture broke my heart, and filled me with so much anger I wanted to scream. 
 
    “You son of a bitch!” I roared, finding my feet. “How dare you!” 
 
    Guildmaster Ji seemed amused. “How dare I? I am the Master here, whelp.” 
 
    The edges of my vision went red. “I’ll make you pay for this,” I snarled, meaning it with all my heart. “Hazel didn’t even know me before yesterday—she didn’t deserve to have this done to her! I don’t know what vendetta you’ve got against her, but you used me as a reason to hurt her. For that, I’m going to kill you!” 
 
    Guildmaster Ji’s eyebrows rose. “Excellent,” he said, sounding in good humor for the first time since I’d met him. “I look forward to it.” 
 
    A servant brought a beautiful white roan horse into the street, leading it by the reins. Guildmaster Ji snatched the bridle away roughly from the servant, mounting the animal with a grunt. “Open the gates!” 
 
    There was no need—the guards already had the front gates open. Guildmaster Ji rode out of the village, leaving the still-smoking Hazel lying on the ground in a heap before him. Like she was nothing but trash that had yet to be picked up and thrown away. 
 
    “Fucking hell,” I said, dropping to my knees next to the girl. Hazel had stopped crying—she just looked off into the distance, staring at absolutely nothing. Her eyes were disturbingly blank, and for a moment, I shrank away. Then I remembered what I was doing and pulled her into my arms. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I said, rocking her gently back and forth. “It’s over now, Hazel. I’m going to get that son of a bitch back for what he did to you…” 
 
    In a moment, Anna was at Hazel’s side as well. The two of us held her between our bodies, unsure what else we could do to help. She still looked totally blank—as if the fire had left her body untouched but burnt her mind to a crisp. With a sinking feeling in my stomach, I wondered if that wasn’t exactly what Guildmaster Ji had done. It felt like the kind of horror he’d inflict on someone. 
 
    The villagers watched us for a bit, then moved on. Apparently scenes like these were common enough to not warrant much of a commotion. 
 
    “Eric, what do we do?” Anna whispered after a few moments. “She’s totally out of it. Should we even stay here after that? Is it safe?” 
 
    I wasn’t sure. “We don’t have any other options,” I said, thinking it over. “I know this, though: we’ve got to get Hazel out of the street. She can’t just stay here.” 
 
    As if summoned by my thought, a cart made its way through the front gates. Pulled by two distempered looking oxen, a beautiful redhead sat in the driver’s seat. More than a few wrinkles lined her face, meaning she was probably a decade or so older than Anna and me, but she had a sultry smile and ample curves all the same. If they had sitcoms on this planet, she’d have been a shoe-in to play a fun, sexy Mom-type. 
 
    The cart pulled to a stop next to where we lay in the street, the oxen snorting as the wheels rumbled to a halt. “Can I help you with something?” the woman asked, leaning over the side. She wore a deep green dress, nearly the same shade as Hazel’s robes—but hers was cut low in the front to show off an almost obscene amount of cleavage. I couldn’t help but stare. 
 
    I looked up, still clutching Hazel. “It’s our friend,” I said, struggling to find the words. “She…” 
 
    I trailed off. The woman clucked her tongue, giving Hazel a sympathetic look. “Another public punishment, eh?” the redhead asked, her lips forming a tight little line. “Guildmaster Ji does love to put on a show. Well, you’d better get her into the cart. People are already starting to stare.” 
 
    With Anna’s help, we lifted Hazel into the back of the cart. It was nearly filled with dark, oaken barrels—there was just enough space left over to lay her down against one of their taps. Anna and I climbed into the front, sitting on either side of the red-headed woman. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, meaning it. “I’m Eric, and this is Anna. The woman in the back is Hazel.” 
 
    “I know who she is,” the redhead said sadly. She looked over her shoulder, as if wondering whether Hazel would remark on her circumstances. “Guildmaster Ji’s always had a hard-on for giving that one trouble. I should have known she’d wind up on his bad side sooner or later.” She shook her head, dismissing the thought. “My name’s Lyra,” she said, taking my hand and shaking it. 
 
    “Hi, Lyra,” I said, settling back against the bench as the cart began to move. Lyra steadied the reins against her wrists, guiding the oxen down the lane. “Where are we headed?” 
 
    “To the Hungry Herb Tavern,” she said, glancing back at the rows of barrels behind her. “I’m a brewer by trade—I own a small distillery over in the valley on the other side of this forest. I make my way over here every few months to sell beer and spirits to the Hollow Frog Guild. Keeps them nice and toasty in the winter, and cool and refreshed in the summer.” She grinned. “Beer’s funny that way, isn’t it?” 
 
    “It sure is,” I agreed. “Shit, I could really use a drink.” 
 
    Lyra looked me up and down. “After what you’ve been through, I bet you could,” she said with a chuckle. “Tell you what—you help me unload these barrels once we get to the Hungry Herb, I’ll give you all you can drink of my special Dao Lager in exchange. I’ll even buy you some dinner.” 
 
    I glanced over her shoulder at Anna. My girlfriend looked eager to take the older woman up on her offer. 
 
    “And my girl, too?” I asked. “We’ll both help—you can probably use as many hands as you can.” 
 
    Lyra started to laugh. “You drive a hard bargain, young man,” she said, putting a hand on my thigh. Her grin widened as she gave it a squeeze, as if she liked what she felt. “I think we can come to some kind of arrangement.” 
 
    Anna leaned over, plastering a smile to her face as she tried to make eye contact with Hazel in the back. “You hear that, Hazel? We’re going to get you some dinner. And a few drinks, besides! You’ll be feeling better in no time.” 
 
    Hazel didn’t respond. Anna trailed off, looking forlorn. 
 
    “You’d better leave her be for now,” Lyra said, shaking her head sadly. “I caught the tail end of that fire spell Guildmaster Ji cast on the poor girl. She’s in for a rough time of it.” 
 
    Something hard jerked inside of me. Anger flared in my chest. 
 
    “What the fuck did he do to her?” I growled. “I swear, I could kill him…” 
 
    Again, Lyra’s hand went to my thigh. This time, though, it wasn’t sexual—she was just trying to calm me down. 
 
    “Guildmaster Ji is a Late Embryonic Soul Cultivator,” Lyra explained, clearly expecting me to know most of this already. “On top of that, he’s got Engrave Comprehension of the Second Level of Fire Mastery—his favorite little torture specialty. An ability called Sear.” She shuddered. “Used on someone with a low enough power level relative to the caster, it literally removes a Cultivator’s ability to cultivate. Unfortunately, I don’t think Hazel was powerful enough to resist…” 
 
    I heard Anna gasp. To tell the truth, I felt the same way. “You mean… she’s lost her abilities? Her cultivation?” 
 
    Lyra glanced back over her shoulder at the unmoving Hazel. “I’m afraid so,” she whispered. “Most Cultivators, he couldn’t do a thing like that to them. But Hazel was only a Late Mana Gateway—effectively only three stages up from someone with no Cultivation knowledge at all. I bet it was almost easy for Guildmaster Ji to rip that power away from her.” 
 
    The thought of it made me want to be sick. I’d only known about Cultivation for a short amount of time, but already it had made my life so much better. The powers I wielded, the ability to sense the world around me in ways I never had before—the intensity and intimacy of the sex I had with Anna. I couldn’t imagine ever giving that up, or going back to the senses of an ordinary human. 
 
    Hazel probably wishes Guildmaster Ji killed her, I thought, swallowing hard. Poor girl… 
 
    “Is there any way to reverse it?” I asked, right before a more immediate question occurred to me. “Hey, how do you know all of this? Are you a Cultivator?”  
 
    Maybe Lyra was more powerful than I was—or even Guildmaster Ji. She’d mentioned she’d traveled alone all the way here through the valley, after all. 
 
    Lyra laughed. “No,” she said, shaking her head. My heart sank. “I’m from a lesser clan. The best I can do is keep Cultivators nice and lubricated with my drinks. I watch them, though. They visit my tavern, though infrequently, and I catch… snippets.” She flashed a secretive smile. “Barmaids hear everything, you understand. So I’ve been able to pick up a little bit of the lingo here and there. The deep secrets however, are carefully hidden.” 
 
    I understood. “None of this makes sense to me,” I admitted, giving Hazel a guilt-filled glance. “Hazel tried her best to explain it to me, but I’m totally lost. I wouldn’t know an Embryonic Soul if it slapped me in the face, Lyra. I’ve been lucky enough—or skilled enough—to make it through so far, but I don’t know how much longer I can keep running on instinct…” 
 
    Lyra’s perky lips pouted in a frown. “Where do you come from that you don’t even know the basics of Cultivation?” she asked. “I’m not talking about the details of abilities, just the absolute basics. The bedrock.” 
 
    I gestured toward Anna with my chin. “A place called Earth,” I said. “We don’t have Cultivation there.” Briefly, I explained the county fair to Lyra; the tent and the encounter with Eliezer. 
 
    Unlike Hazel, she reacted like she believed every word. When I finished, she whistled through her teeth, her eyes wide.  
 
    “That’s one hell of a story, young man,” she said, her eyes brimming with sympathy. “I feel for you. I’m not friendly with too many people who hold sway around here, and no one’s really any more powerful than Guildmaster Ji, but perhaps we could make contact with someone who could help you. Get you and your girl here back to this Urth place…” 
 
    “Earth,” I corrected, wiping my forehead. The cart veered left at the intersection, taking the turn wide. The oxen protested with every step, snorting against the reins. “And I don’t want to go back there.” 
 
    “Really?” Lyra sounded intrigued. “Whyever not?” 
 
    Anna and locked eyes from either side of Lyra. I didn’t need to ask her if she felt the same way as me: I already knew she did.  
 
    “I want to learn to Cultivate,” I said, feeling my resolve harden with every word. “This world… it’s literally magic. There’s dangerous creatures everywhere, and absolute bastards like Guildmaster Ji, but this world is like nothing else I’ve ever seen. I could never have a life back on Earth like this.” I snickered ruefully. “Besides, I swore I’d kill Guildmaster Ji for what he did to poor Hazel. I made a promise, and I’m not the kind of guy who backs down from one of those.” 
 
    Anna looked at me proudly. “I want to Cultivate too,” she said, her tone fierce. “I want to be the best weapon I can possibly be for you, Eric. The best woman, too.” 
 
    Lyra nodded, understanding my problem on a profound level. It felt strange how quickly the two of us connected—dimly, I wondered if my Cultivation might not have something to do with that. I barely knew her, yet I already considered her a friend—the kind I could confess anything to without judgement or worry of her spilling secrets. I liked her immensely; more than that, I felt comfortable around her. 
 
    “Well,” Lyra said, rubbing her chin as she guided the oxen, “if you’re going to spend any amount of time in this Zone, I’m sorry to say your best bet at getting stronger at Cultivation just rode through the front gate after setting your friend on fire.” 
 
    Shit. “I was worried about that.” 
 
    Lyra sighed. “You don’t have a lot of options, I’m afraid. The Hollow Frogs hold this area, and their local leader doesn’t like you very much. As an outsider, you’d need to join a Guild to learn to Cultivate.” 
 
    “So we find another Guild,” Anna said with a shrug. The cart nearly ran over a slow pedestrian—Lyra yelled at them, balling up her fist and scaring the person off though it was her own fault. 
 
    “Easier said than done,” Lyra said as she sat back down. “You have no clan. You’re not even from this world. No reputable Guild would take you in as an apprentice, even with your experience.” She snorted. “Well, the Shadow Guilds might, but they’d just as soon knife you in the back and harvest your Core as actually teach you anything.” 
 
    I remembered the brief mention of them Hazel gave me—the fifth, forbidden method of Cultivating. “Yeah, no thanks,” I said, dismissing the idea for now. “What about doing it on my own? Hazel said there were people who Cultivated alone.” 
 
    Lyra made a face. “There’s nothing stopping you,” she said, trying to be gentle about it. “But without a Guild, you’ll be looked down upon by other Cultivators. They consider a man without a Guild to be like a ship without a rudder—or a man without a head. Basically useless, in other words.” 
 
    I nodded to show I understood. “I don’t give a shit what the other Guilds think of me,” I said—and to my surprise, I meant it. I’d never been a terribly anti-authority guy back on Earth, but the idea of whatever passed for the establishment looking down their nose at me didn’t bother me in the slightest. As long as I had my power, Anna—and maybe a couple other girls, like Hazel—I’d be fine. More than fine. Happy. 
 
    “You say that now,” Lyra said, the corner of her lip curling in a smirk. When I didn’t respond, a strange look entered her eyes. “You really don’t care, do you, young man?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I told you—I’m not from this world.” 
 
    Keen interest filled Lyra’s eyes, and suddenly I had to cross one leg over the other. “I believe it,” she purred. “I’m looking forward to sharing a few drinks with you, Eric. And your girlfriend, of course.” 
 
    She’d meant it to disarm, but Anna looked even more eager than I did to get closer to Lyra. Did she feel the older woman’s Mana, too—or was this good old-fashioned attraction? 
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” I said, leaning back in my seat. “All I’ve got to do is get strong enough to get revenge on Guildmaster Ji, then fix whatever’s wrong with Hazel. From there, the sky’s the limit.” I leaned over and slipped an arm over Lyra’s shoulders, taking Anna’s hand. “After all, I’ve got a fool-proof method to power both of us up…” 
 
    I looked forward to getting some practice in, too. But first, Lyra was going to wine and dine us. What could be better than that? 
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    I had thought this tavern Lyra wanted to bring us to would be right around the corner. I could already taste the beer, smell the roasting meat, and hear the quiet murmur of conversation. It felt like ages since our last meal—the cast-iron pot and Hazel’s magic pill—and my stomach had begun growling in a very undignified manner. 
 
    So imagine my surprise when Lyra rounded the corner, dropped off a few barrels of beer, and hightailed it back out the front gates. 
 
    “Uh, Lyra?” I asked, watching the barbican retreat from view behind us. Anna looked confused as well. “I thought we were going to get something to eat…” 
 
    The redhead made a face. Her features were more expressive than most people Anna and I had met since coming to this world—they seemed always to be in motion. “Oh, you thought the tavern was there?” she asked, jerking a thumb back at the Hollow Frog hideout. “No, those fools couldn’t run a latrine. Not that I’d say that while in earshot, of course.” She reached behind her back, pulling out a couple of parcels wrapped in wax paper. “Here, you two—eat up. We have a while before we reach the Hungry Herb, so it won’t hurt you to have a snack.” 
 
    Inside the wax paper were thick balls of pungent rice. On the first bite, I realized the inside had been stuffed full of thin strips of dried fish. My stomach rumbled, and before I knew what I was doing, I’d nearly devoured the whole thing. Anna did the same. 
 
    “My goodness!” Lyra looked pleased as punch. “I made those rice balls myself. Glad you two liked them.” 
 
    “If that’s the kind of cooking we can look forward to at this tavern, then I can’t wait,” I said, grinning at the older woman. “How much further do you think it is?” 
 
    It turned out to be quite a while. The sun dipped low in the sky as the cart wound through the fields, passing farmers working a nearby rice paddy. They sang in a tongue I didn’t recognize as they harvested the grain, moving in time like a well-oiled machine. 
 
    The cart went over a bridge, with a red pagoda on either side functioning as a guard tower. More men in Hollow Frog uniforms lounged by these guardhouses, but they did little more than glance at Lyra before waving her through. The bridge formed an arch over a river with water bluer than any on Earth, brimming with koi fish. 
 
    “Look at this place,” I said, shaking my head and catching Anna’s eye. “It’s beautiful.” 
 
    “Beautiful and dangerous,” Lyra said heartily. “I’m glad I have the two of you with me, in fact. Keep your eyes open—bandits love ambushing caravans in this section of the Zone.” 
 
    I found it hard to believe. Bandits in an idyllic setting like this? Yet as we emerged from the other side of a bamboo thicket, we ran into a militia group out on patrol. In contrast to the well-fed, well-dressed Guild members we’d seen back at the bridge, these men looked ragged and hungry. Were it not for Lyra’s assurances, I might have taken them for a group of bandits themselves. 
 
    “Hello, Din,” Lyra said, waving to the leader of the militia group as she passed. “Strung up any bandits lately?” 
 
    The militia leader looked over our group with a sour expression. Then he saw Hazel sitting in the back of the cart, and his face blossomed into outright disgust. He spit on the ground, and a moment later, the rest of his group did the same. 
 
    “Very well, then,” Lyra said, rolling her eyes and urging the oxen on faster. “See if I stand you a drink the next time I see you at the Hungry Herb…” 
 
    I kept an eye on the men until they were far enough away that attacking us would have been absurd. Turning back around in my seat, I addressed Lyra. “What was that all about? I thought people respected Cultivators in this world? They can’t already tell Hazel’s lost her powers, can they? That she’s been punished?” 
 
    Lyra’s face grew hard. “That wasn’t about the punishment,” she said, sounding angry. “It was about her uniform.” 
 
    “The Hollow Frogs?” I glanced back at Hazel, but of course she just stared into space. “I thought they ran things around here.” 
 
    Lyra barked out a harsh, flat laugh. “Their mandate from the Emperor is to protect this area from monster attacks,” she explained. “And that’s exactly what they do. To the letter.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “They defend the people from monsters,” Lyra said, shaking her head. “And nothing else. They don’t give a fig about bandits, or even family disputes. They won’t lift a finger to put out a burning building or look for a lost child. Those militiamen are poorly trained and poorly armed, but at least they care. The Hollow Frog won’t defend them or their families, so they’ve had to step in and do it themselves.” 
 
    “It sounds like a Cultivator should step up,” I said, the wheels turning inside my brain. “If someone came to this region and started cleaning it up—showing they cared—they could probably take over pretty easily from the Hollow Frog Guild, couldn’t they?” 
 
    Lyra stared at me as if I’d grown a second head. “You are ambitious, aren’t you, young man? No, don’t look at me like that—I like it. It’s good for a man like you to aim high.” 
 
    The look on Anna’s face was almost delicious in its intensity. “You really think you could do that, Eric?” she asked. 
 
    “It’d be one hell of a way to get revenge, wouldn’t it?”  
 
    God, I could just picture it. Me in control of this entire valley, with a whole bunch of grateful villagers paying me tribute in exchange for keeping them safe. I’d have a base of my own, with space to practice all the Dual Cultivation with Anna that I wanted. Maybe we could even get Hazel into the mix—or Lyra… 
 
    The image faded as quickly as it had come. It’s a good goal, I thought, shaking my head, but maybe I should aim for something a little easier first. Like not getting murdered by Guildmaster Ji. 
 
    “Honestly,” I said, changing the subject, “I’m a little surprised there aren’t Cultivators doing just that. Are they rare or something like that?”  
 
    I realized I had no idea how many Cultivators there actually were in this world. The number of Guilds I’d heard about implied there were many, but I’d seen such a tiny sliver of this world so far. I knew so little about it. 
 
    Lyra stared out into the distance, a faraway look in her eyes. “The Empire retains thousands of Cultivators as Imperial servants,” she said. “Tens of thousands, if I had to guess. But this world is very, very large, Eric. Even the Empire we belong to comprises merely a small part of it, and our Emperor numbers nearly a billion souls as his subjects. There are a great number of people with the power to cultivate—but each of them is a drop in the bucket compared to those who cannot.” 
 
    “Wow,” I said, honestly taken aback. “This world must be way, way bigger than Earth, then.” 
 
    “Billions of people,” Anna said, her tone dreamy. “This is insane, Eric. It’s like finding out the rest of the universe was inhabited all along. Only instead of hundreds of planets, it’s all stacked inside of one world.”  
 
    “Not all stacked inside one world,” Lyra said with a shake of her head. “There are other spheres of existence—other planets—on which people reside.”  
 
    “Holy shit,” I breathed.  
 
    Anna shook her ash-blonde locks, trying to fill her imagination with those billions of souls. “And Eliezer wants you to conquer all of it!” 
 
    Unlike everyone else we’d spoken to so far, Lyra didn’t seem ruffled by the mention of Eliezer at all. “You should feel proud of what you are,” she said, her hand back on my thigh. “You’re one of the rarest beings of all—a Cultivator who wants to use his abilities to help people, rather than subjugate them. If you keep that attitude, Eric, I know you’ll go far. One Cultivator can make quite a bit of difference, especially in a backwater like the Verdant Ruins.” 
 
    At the flushed look Anna gave me, I coughed. “Two Cultivators, actually,” I said, nodding over Lyra’s shoulder. 
 
    A shocked expression filled Lyra’s face. “Oh! Yes, right. You’re both Cultivators!” She swiveled in her seat, one round ass cheek lifting into the air as she leaned over to examine Lyra more closely. A flash of her tanned skin showed beneath the hem of her dress, something silky and black clinging to the curve of her mound. If Lyra noticed she was flashing me, she didn’t show it—or maybe she wanted to show off a little skin. 
 
    “Yeah,” Anna said, matching the older woman’s smile with one of her own. “Eliezer made Eric into a Cultivator, then Eric did it to me.” Her smile turned naughty. “My transformation was way more fun than his, though.” 
 
    For a moment, Lyra sputtered incoherently. “You became a Cultivator, without a Peak Supreme God’s magic?” she asked, something impossible shining in her eyes.  
 
    “And not only that,” Anna said. “I got these horns, too.” She ran a finger over the golden horns on her head. 
 
    “How did this happen?” Lyra asked, clearly amazed. “If you don’t mind me asking, that is. I’d be so curious to discover a thing like that!” 
 
    Again, that strange second sight filtered through me. Just as I could see the patterns of the wind, or the hidden architecture within the progress of vines growing up a tree, I could suddenly read the muscles of Lyra’s expression like an open book. It was almost like telepathy. 
 
    Lyra had wished all her life to be a Cultivator. It was why she collected knowledge about the art—why she spent so much time hanging around them, brewing them beer and giving them lodgings. Deep in her heart, she knew she had the talent to be a truly great one—but whatever special thing existed inside of those born with the power to Cultivate simply hadn’t been there in her case. It was one of the deepest regrets of her life. 
 
    I could fix it, a little voice whispered in the back of my head. This could be a way to test whether I can do what I did to Anna with other women. Lyra certainly seems like she’s into us both. She’d probably jump at the opportunity… 
 
    Careful, Eric. I had to play this cool—come on too strong, and I’d scare the woman away. 
 
    “It’s kind of an embarrassing story,” I confided, sparing Anna the duty of relating how her transformation had occurred. “I’ll tell you, but you’ve got to promise not to laugh.” 
 
    Lyra’s eyebrows furrowed together with surprise. “Young man, you’ve told me you’re from another world and you were brought here by the Peak Supreme God. Trust me, nothing you tell me is going to be treated as a joke.” 
 
    I locked eyes with Anna, asking her with my gaze whether she was alright with me telling Lyra. After a moment, she nodded —then a giggle broke from her lips. She knew Lyra would probably get a kick out of this. 
 
    “Alright,” I said, leaning back in my seat. “Right after Eliezer left us, Anna and I went back to my apartment—my dwelling…” 
 
    I told the whole story. How Anna and I had fallen into bed together, and how we’d begun sensing each other’s Mana halfway through the foreplay. I tried to skip around the dirty parts, but Lyra coaxed me on—clearly, she wanted to hear all the naughty details. So I explained the whole thing. Her breasts rose and fell faster as I described the intense, super-intimate sex as the Mana belonging to Anna and me entwined. I’m turning her on, I realized. Damn, she really is into this… 
 
    As I finished with the bit about Anna turning into a scythe, Lyra gasped. “You’re kidding,” she blurted, her eyes as an owl’s. “Anna, could you… could you do that right now?” 
 
    “I don’t see why not,” the blonde said with a shrug. “Give me a second.” 
 
    Anna closed her eyes and concentrated. Light shimmered over her skin, bathing her in a phantasmagorical array of real and fictitious colors. A few moments later, a scythe sat leaning up against the back of the bench, right where she’d been sitting. 
 
    “Amazing,” Lyra whispered. Her fingers grazed the jeweled handle, tears rolling down her face. “You can turn back now. Or Eric can turn you back.” She paused a moment. “Can she hear me?” 
 
    “Not really,” I said, chuckling. “But I can communicate with her inside my head when she’s like this.”  
 
    In fact, I could hear her stream of consciousness like a stereo inside my skull. The moment Anna transformed into the scythe, she started lusting for combat—I could hear her demanding I pick her up and go hunting for bandits. As she described in erotic terms exactly how she wanted to tear them limb-from-limb, I sent a mental command for her to reform. She did, slumping against the seat with exhaustion as the transformation finished. 
 
    “I’ve heard about this,” Lyra said, stilling her tears. “But I never thought to see it in person before. You turned Anna into a Cultivator through Dual Cultivation, didn’t you?” 
 
    Both Anna and I were startled. “I didn’t realize people knew about that,” I said. “Eliezer made it sound like a pretty rare thing.” Hazel had known, of course, but the more time I spent in that woman’s presence the more I realized what an anomaly she was. 
 
    “Most people wouldn’t,” Lyra agreed. “But I have somewhat of a keen interest in Cultivation lore, as you’ve already guessed. Never thought I’d meet a Dual Cultivator…” She tossed back her head and laughed. “Imagine. Me getting into sex magic at my age!” 
 
    I decided to be bold. “You certainly look like you’re the right age to me,” I said, putting my hand on top of hers on my thigh. “Are you curious what kind of weapon you might turn into, Lyra?” 
 
    She stared down at my legs, desire and caution at war in her eyes. “Likely an old bat like me would turn into some kind of garden rake,” she muttered, glancing at the path ahead. “I missed my best Cultivation days, I’m sorry to say. You probably wouldn’t be interested in a woman like me—and I’m sure your girlfriend’s probably ready to wring my neck right now…” 
 
    Lyra glanced over her shoulder just in time to see a catlike smile spread across Anna’s features. “Actually, I think you’re beautiful,” the blonde purred, sliding an arm over Lyra’s shoulders. “The only thing I’m thinking about doing to your neck right now involves my lips and my tongue.” 
 
    A surprised grunt escaped Lyra’s lips. “Wow. You two have definitely given me something to think about.” A strange smile spread across her features. “How about you let a girl buy you two a couple drinks first, then we talk about this?” 
 
    Anna giggled. “Suits me fine,” my girlfriend said, letting go of Lyra. “Just letting you know. I’m definitely down for having some fun—and from the look on Eric’s face, he’s got a thing for older women.” 
 
    Holy shit. Had Anna always been like this, or had Dual Cultivation brought it out of her? I found it hard to believe the girl who’d been too shy and scared to go on a roller coaster could propose a casual threesome out of nowhere. Had my magic unlocked her inner slut, or was it just the amazing sex? 
 
    After that, Lyra got quiet for a while and focused on the road. The sexual tension between the three of us remained charged as the cart wound through the countryside, occasionally stopping to cross several bridges much like the first. At various points in the road, Lyra stopped at a village or a town with poorer looking fortifications than the Hollow Frog Guild’s base, dropping off a barrel or two of alcohol. Soon enough space opened up in the back of the cart for Hazel to lie down, and she stretched out against the wood while staring blankly at the wall. 
 
    The next town we passed turned out to be abandoned. The logs that had once formed the village’s defensive wall lay scattered like toothpicks across the forest floor, blackened and scorched from either torches or flaming arrows. It looked like the buildings inside had been looted, then razed. Only a few burnt-out husks remained, with no people in the streets. 
 
    Lyra made a complicated motion with her fingers when she saw the devastation. It took me a few moments to realize it was this world’s equivalent of crossing oneself. “Gods,” she whispered, urging the oxen on. “That’s another one gone. Damned bandits.” 
 
    I couldn’t believe it. “We’ve seen dozens of Hollow Frog members in this area,” I growled, my hands balling into fists. “And they didn’t lift a fucking finger to protect these people.” 
 
    “They just don’t care,” Lyra said, glancing back into the cart with a serious expression. “You’ve already seen what happens when someone bucks the trend and tries to help a stranger in these parts. They end up like poor Hazel: punished by Guildmaster Ji.” 
 
    My desire to get revenge grew even stronger. The system the Hollow Frog Guild had created was rotten to the core: whatever I created on top of it could only be better. This world needed more people like Hazel, not fewer. 
 
    As if to mock the situation of the nearby village, the very next hill revealed a much taller palisade wall than we’d seen so far, practically brimming with Hollow Frog guards. They’d been all of a ten-minute walk away when the village had been attacked and burned, and still they’d done nothing about it. A disquieting possibility occurred to me: maybe they’d been the ones who’d done the burning and looting. 
 
    “What is this?” Anna asked, leaning forward in her seat. The wall went up and up, so high that whatever was on the other side couldn’t be seen. “It looks like the entrance to Jurassic Park or something.” 
 
    Lyra had no idea what that was, but the gorgeous older woman had already begun getting used to references from Earth. She brushed it off easily. “That gate forms the boundary between this Mana Zone and the next,” she explained. “Part of the Hollow Frog Guild’s job is to man these guard posts throughout the Verdant Ruins. A different Guild sits on the other side of the boundary, protecting us from monsters from that side.” 
 
    The information interested me. “How many Guilds are there?” I asked. 
 
    “Dozens,” Lyra replied, like she’d never thought too hard about it. “Just within the Empire, I’d say there’s about fifty or so vying for dominance. This is one part of their job they take very seriously—there hasn’t been a monster wave that’s breached any of the Hollow Frog’s territories in over three centuries. Other Zones are watched with just as much vigilance.” A tiny tremor passed through Lyra’s curves. “The basic monsters in that Zone could eat the special ones in here for breakfast.” 
 
    Progression, I thought, studying the oversized gate. Like the loading screen between two zones in an MMO. I wonder when I’ll be strong enough to walk through there? 
 
    “Three centuries, huh?” Anna scooted a little closer to Lyra. “I’m surprised a Guild as lazy as the Frogs keeps records that far back.” 
 
    “It’s easy for Cultivators,” Lyra said breezily. “Guildmaster Ji keeps a close eye on the Cultivators in his inner circle. He’s done it for centuries.” 
 
    My eyebrows shot to my hairline. “Guildmaster Ji is three hundred years old?” 
 
    Lyra looked amused by my shock. “Oh, he’s much older than that. You really don’t know how Cultivating affects your lifespan?” 
 
    Anna and I shared a look. I could see my thoughts reflected in her own: we might live for three hundred years? I hoped we’d still look halfway decent at that age. 
 
    “For every Level a Cultivator achieves within a Realm,” Lyra explained, “they gain a boost to their lifespan. That’s how monks can afford to sit on mountain tops for decades, meditating on the ‘essential nature of reality’ or whatever it is they do.” Her snort let me know what she thought of that. “Some of us have to live in the real world. But yes, a Cultivator living to the ripe old age of three hundred isn’t unusual at all. At higher levels, five hundred years or even a thousand isn’t unheard of. I’m sure your friend the Peak Supreme God is a serious silver fox!” 
 
    “I’ll have to tell him you said that,” I muttered, shaking my head in disbelief. I could hardly imagine living for a century, much less ten of them stacked on top of each other. Again, it felt as if I’d won the lottery. I gained power and energy through having hot sex, and every new level I achieved gave me decades and centuries of time to enjoy it. As much as I wanted to wring his neck, Eliezer was looking like a better and better friend. 
 
    Less than an hour later, we came to a town nicer and larger than all the rest. Lyra’s smile widened as we drew closer, the set of her shoulders tensing with excitement and the promise of rest after a long journey. “Here we are,” she said, patting my thigh with her hand. “My home. Sure took us long enough to get here.” 
 
    Anna had fallen asleep in her seat, her head resting against the back of the bench. At Lyra’s touch she stiffened, shot awake as if preparing for combat. “What’s there?” she gasped, blinking rapidly as the real world asserted itself. 
 
    “Chill out,” I said, both Lyra and I laughing. “You dozed off, Anna. We’re here—this is Lyra’s town.” 
 
    Anna held a hand against the side of her face, like someone coming out of a trance. “Good,” she said, rubbing her cheek. “God, I had the weirdest dream.” 
 
    “Oh really?” I asked as we drew closer. “Anything fun?” 
 
    Anna let out a naughty chuckle. “Not in the normal way,” she said, cracking her neck. “I’m even dreaming about being that damn scythe now. You had my neck really tight in your fingers, and you kept using me to slice these dragon monsters in half. My blade was totally covered in blood.” 
 
    So my girlfriend had started having wet dreams about being a killer scythe. Awesome. 
 
    Unlike the Hollow Frog Guild’s hideout, these people felt no need to have a moat filled with spikes surrounding their town. Guard towers protruded from the walls in intervals, with bamboo ladders stretching back down to the town’s interior below. A handful of men with spears lounged near the entrance, startled out of a game of dice by the cart’s approach. 
 
    The lead guard grabbed his spear, then relaxed when he saw who drove the cart. “Ho, Lyra!” he called, gesturing for his fellows to put down their weapons. “What’s the news?” 
 
    A note of sadness cut through Lyra’s smile. “The village near the Zone crossing has been destroyed,” she said, pulling up to a halt before the gate. “Someone tore down a section of the wall and put the whole thing to the torch. I didn’t see any survivors.” 
 
    The guards traded uneasy looks. “Bandits,” one swore, spitting in the dirt. 
 
    “Possibly,” Lyra said through gritted teeth. Did she share my suspicions about the Hollow Frog Guild? “I brought back some Cultivators from the Verdant Ruins Zone. They got on Guildmaster Ji’s bad side—they’ll be staying in my tavern for the next few days while they get situated.” 
 
    I thought the guards had been uneasy before. I couldn’t tell whether it was Anna and I or the mention of Guildmaster Ji that brought those looks to their faces, but it was clear they’d rather Lyra turn right back into the forest and leave us wherever she’d found us. 
 
    “They will be welcome,” the lead guard said with a shrug. He walked to the front of the cart and extended a hand. “I am Pratt.” 
 
    “Eric,” I said, holding out my own hand. The man had a firm handshake— almost too firm, in fact. “This is Anna—she’s with me.” That would probably get the point across without having to use a term like ‘girlfriend’. The men nodded, evidently understanding. “And that’s Hazel in the back.” 
 
    Pratt started. He hadn’t noticed her—but then, of course, she’d been laying down. Two of the guards came alongside, peering into the bottom of the cart. Their eyes went wide at the sight of Hazel, lying there with her strangely slack expression. 
 
    “That’s Hazel Bright-Eyes,” Pratt said, taken aback. “What are you doing trying to smuggle her into town, Lyra? You know she’s been banned.” 
 
    “Banned?” I asked, half-rising from my seat. “What for? Did Guildmaster Ji send a note forbidding her from seeking shelter? Is he that much of an asshole?” 
 
    The guards looked utterly gobsmacked at me calling Guildmaster Ji an asshole. I got the distinct impression they’d all thought the same at one time or another, but would never dare voice such opinions in public. 
 
    “Ah, no,” Pratt muttered. “Governor Shingu banned her from the town. She started a brawl in the market square a few months ago, crippled poor Gentry.” 
 
    Lyra leaned over and spit into the dirt, startling the guards. Not to mention me. “Gentry deserved it,” she said, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. “Every single one of you knows it. Just because he’s Governor Shingu’s son, he thinks he can grope every pretty girl in the town he sees. Didn’t we all joke that one day he’d take hold of the rear of the wrong girl and get himself laid out?” 
 
    “A punch is one thing,” Pratt said, looking uneasy. “But what she did to the boy was something else entirely. He’s still bed-bound, you know that.” 
 
    I snorted. “Sounds like he got what he deserved, then.” 
 
    As one, the guard’s eyes turned to me. “Between that and calling Guildmaster Ji an asshole,” Pratt said with a snort, “it’s clear this Cultivator has some kind of a death wish.” 
 
    Lyra started to laugh. She flicked the reins of her cart, provoking the oxen into snorting. “Gentry should have realized Hazel was a Cultivator,” she said, as if she considered the matter closed. “And he shouldn’t have been pinching her bottom in the first place! Regardless, the girl is under my protection. If Governor Shingu has a problem with her being in the town, he can tell me to my face.” 
 
    Pratt looked at his other guards for help. None of them seemed to want to tangle with the woman—and they certainly didn’t look as if they were spoiling for a fight with me. His resolve held out a few moments longer, then he shrugged. 
 
    “Fine,” he grunted. “As far as I’m concerned, none of us saw her lying back there. Isn’t that right, fellas?” 
 
    Slowly, the other guards nodded. 
 
    “Thank you,” Lyra said, turning her attention to the gate. “Come by the Hungry Herb sometime and I’ll hook each of you up with a pint.” 
 
    Pratt stepped forward. “Between us, Ly,” he said, gripping the side of the cart in his powerful fingers, “I’d think twice about bringing Bright Eyes into the town. First she pisses off the Governor, now she’s finally run afoul of Guildmaster Ji?” He shook his head. “Nobody’s going to be happy having her here. You know that.” 
 
    Lyra’s face set as hard as stone. “I will be,” she snapped, brushing Pratt’s fingers away from the cart. “Don’t worry—I’ll be careful.” 
 
    The guard pulled back, then saluted as we made our way through the gate. The streets inside were far livelier than the interior of the Hollow Frog Guild’s hideout had been. A woman stood at the corner tending an enormous cookpot, while children played a game in the street involving sticks and circles drawn in the grass. People waved and yelled questions as Lyra drove by, evidently relying on her to bring back news and gossip from the outside world. She answered these good-naturedly, but I couldn’t help but notice her keeping an eye on Hazel in the backseat. 
 
    No one else noticed the former Guild member hidden in the back as we approached the tavern. Lyra’s combination inn and distillery dominated one corner of the town, a massive three-story building of wood and brick. Tables surrounded it on the outside as overflow for excess customers, or as a place to sit and eat on a nice day. The tips of the roof curved up like a pagoda, in a style similar to the guard towers we’d passed on the bridges as we crossed over to this side of the Zone. 
 
    A liveried servant emerged from a side entrance as we pulled up, taking the reins away from Lyra. “Welcome back, ma’am,” she said, patting the side of an ox with the kind of familiarity usually reserved for a pet. “How’d the beasts do?” 
 
    “Perfectly able,” the redhead said with a smile. She gestured for Anna and me to hop down. The dirt beneath our feet was slightly damp from recent rain, our heels sinking into the road. “I have a couple of guests who’ll be staying with us for a bit, Kij. Cultivators.” 
 
    The servant’s eyes lit up. They were a deep violet, nearly the same color as her plush, kimono-like robes. “Cultivators are always welcome at the Hungry Herb,” she said, clearly sharing her mistress’s hunger for knowledge. “I’ll prepare them rooms—or will the two of you be sharing one…?” 
 
    I opened my mouth to tell her Anna and I could share a bed, when Lyra cut me off. “You won’t be as happy about our third guest,” she said, gesturing at the back. 
 
    Kij’s violet eyes flashed with barely suppressed anger when she saw the figure lying among the remaining barrels of beer. “Her?” she asked, in a tone almost too impertinent for a servant. “Really?” 
 
    “I know, I know,” Lyra said as she climbed down from the cart. She rubbed her ass as she descended, soothing away the bruises of the road. “Don’t worry, she’s in no condition to cause trouble. Hasn’t said a word the entire drive, actually.” 
 
    Kij realized Hazel was neither moving nor speaking. “What’s happened to her?” the servant asked, sounding worried. 
 
    “Got on Guildmaster Ji’s bad side,” Lyra said grimly. “She’s been severed from her Cultivation.” 
 
    Kij threw a pale, slender hand over her mouth, wincing. “My Gods,” she said, looking utterly forlorn. “So terrible!” 
 
    “Take her upstairs and get her settled,” Lyra commanded, brushing dirt from her dress. “Try and keep the others from seeing her. We don’t need any trouble in the Hungry Herb. Meanwhile, I’ve promised these two a drink—and I’d like to have it sitting in my garden. I’ve so missed it while I’ve been away—” 
 
    “Thank you,” Hazel said, climbing out of the cart. “I appreciate you taking care of me.” 
 
    All of us stared at her. The blonde warrior still looked like she’d been through hell, but it was a heartening sign to hear her speak. “Of course, dear,” Lyra said, putting a hand on her shoulder. “It was the least I could do. Go with my servant—she’ll take you somewhere you can rest.” 
 
    Hazel did just that, following Kij to the side entrance. Only just before she stepped inside, she seemed to think of something. “Hey, Eric.” 
 
    I turned. “Yes?” 
 
    She left Kij behind, rummaging in her robes as she strode through the muddy street. As she approached Anna and me, I saw what she’d pulled from her pocket—the remaining two Beast Cores we’d looted from the squirrel attack. The others sat inside of my Black Core, waiting to be absorbed the next time I practiced Dual Cultivation. 
 
    “I have... no need for these any longer,” Hazel said haltingly. For a moment, her expression threatened to collapse, tears welling in the corners of her dark, sad eyes. She mastered herself with an effort. “You should take these. Use them to increase your power.” 
 
    “You could sell those,” Lyra said warningly. 
 
    Hazel shook her head. “I should have given them all to Eric in the first place,” she said, slowly closing her eyes. “This is just making things right.” 
 
    That wasn’t all I needed to set right. I took the Cores, but as she turned to move away, I caught and held Hazel’s gaze. 
 
    “I will find a way to fix this,” I told her, meaning it with every cell in my body. “And once I do, we’ll get revenge on Guildmaster Ji. I promise you that.” 
 
    At first, I thought Hazel hadn’t heard me. Then the ghost of a smile cut through her expression. It was like a beam of sunlight coming through the clouds on a stormy, dreary day. 
 
    “If anyone could do it, it would be you,” Hazel whispered, giving me a look of such hope and devotion that my chest hurt. “I think I’d like to go to my room now.” 
 
    As Kij led Hazel away, smuggling her to her new quarters, Lyra took me and Anna by the hand. 
 
    “Come,” she said, smiling from ear-to-ear. “I’ll give you a tour of the place. Then we can sit down, have a couple drinks—and talk about this ‘Dual Cultivation’ of yours…” 
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    “There she is,” Lyra said proudly, gesturing around the nearly empty room. “My girl. The Hungry Herb Tavern! She’s not the prettiest lass in the land, no, nor is she the youngest. But when you’ve got nowhere else to go and feel that the whole world’s drawn up stakes against you, she’s a truer friend than most.” 
 
    The Hungry Herb Tavern was much like its proprietor—open and inviting. A little rough around the edges, sure, but clearly a lot of love had gone into the place. Lyra’s lust for life showed in every aspect of its design, from the broad tables for gaming and socializing to the ornate fountains and tapestries adorning the walls. There was even a miniature river running through the middle of the floor, protected by a pane of glass. As I looked down, a massive whiskered fish bubbled beneath, chasing after a morsel of food. 
 
    “Nice place,” I said, meaning it.  
 
    The temperature in here was cool and dry in contrast to the hot street outside, and the air smelled faintly of food, beer, and spices. My mouth had been watering from the moment we’d walked in and threatened to never stop unless I got something to eat and drink. 
 
    Lyra led us through the tavern, pointing out this or that scuff from a bar fight or blemish from a courtesan getting too drunk and dancing on the top of the bar. Further back, behind a paper screen, was a VIP area with high-backed chairs and what looked like small sheltered booths for privacy. 
 
    “Right here,” Lyra said. What looked like a section of wall actually had a hidden lever, pulling back with a slight touch. “This way to my garden, you two. Where I feel most at home in the world.” 
 
    As soon as I saw it, I understood why. Lyra’s garden extended from the roof of the Hungry Herb Tavern, an elevated platform nearly brushing up against the wall of the settlement. The buildings on either side pushed in tight around it, leaving only this small square in direct sunlight. As a result, the garden was private, quiet: the perfect place to retire after a long, taxing day. Gorgeous flowering plants grew everywhere, filling the place with a thousand sweet smells. 
 
    The only furniture turned out to be a small table and some very comfortable chairs. Anna and I sank into them, pushing ours together so we could put our hands all over each other. Now that we’d finally reached our destination, my girlfriend seemed more eager than ever to get some alone time. 
 
    “Your friend will be well taken care of,” Lyra said, settling into her own deeply cushioned chair with a sigh. “Kij is one of my most loyal servants. She’ll see to the girl’s every need, and keep her tongue from wagging about it.” 
 
    “I’m glad Hazel is talking again,” I said, trying not to think about the way Anna kept stroking my side. Right now, the need for food and drink kept the girl from tearing my clothes off and fucking me right here and now, but once we got some refreshment, it’d be hard to make it as far as our room. 
 
    Lyra nodded. “She’ll recover, although it will take some time,” the older woman said. I wondered if she’d dealt with this kind of thing before. “Hazel has experienced a profound psychological shock—not to mention the physical damage from Guildmaster Ji’s spell. It’s not the kind of pain that leaves marks, but Hazel will be recovering for some time, regardless.” 
 
    As if summoned by her thought, Kij stepped through the curtain and out into the garden. She carried a tray piled high with food, along with three oversized mugs brimming with beer. Froth spilled over the rim of one as she set the whole thing down on the table, flashing in the sunlight. My stomach roared like a hungry lion at the sight of all that food. 
 
    “Perhaps we should dig in,” Lyra said, taking a plate from the tray. She grabbed a handful of sizzling potstickers with her chopsticks, handing them over to me with a giggle. “A Hungry Herb specialty—fried pork dumplings with spicy herb seasoning.” 
 
    Anna and I dug in. The food was incredible—from the first bite, I knew we were in for something truly special. The beer washed the food down with ice-cold goodness, the liquid in the mugs frothing with ice from the freezing storage. Its slightly bitter taste had been masked with honey, like a cross between lager and mead. If anyone had tried something like that on Earth, the result would have been practically undrinkable—here, it was ambrosia. 
 
    For a while, conversation ceased. There was nothing but the sound of the three of us eating and drinking: at first, with manic hunger, then slower as our bellies began to fill. By the time I collapsed back into my seat, exhausted, Kij had brought us seconds of everything and what felt like a half-dozen refills of the rich, frothy beer. My head swam with a combination of fullness and drunkenness, the world warm and good. 
 
    “That,” Lyra purred, crossing one leg over the other, “was worth waiting for.” 
 
    Anna lay back in her chair, both hands on her belly like she was afraid it might burst. “Hoo boy,” she groaned. “I’m stuffed.” 
 
    “Now we may speak,” Lyra said, sipping her beer with a smile. “For the next few days, you will be my guests, of course. The Hungry Herb Tavern is happy to welcome the both of you, and you’ll be treated to the full hospitality the old girl can offer. Don’t worry about your lodgings or your food—consider them my treat.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, a little surprised. “That’s extremely kind.” 
 
    Lyra snorted. “Kind? Young man, if I’d hired you and your girl to escort me through those Zones, I’d have had to pay you a lot more than a couple night’s room and board. I usually hire some low-level unaffiliated Cultivators to escort me, but they are expensive. Skilled Cultivators like yourself are in short supply these days—at least ones not tied up in the Hollow Frog Guild…” 
 
    The drink in my mouth turned sour at the mention of the Frogs. “Bastards,” I said, gritting my teeth. “I bet they wouldn’t even help you if you paid them.” 
 
    Anna was more contrite. “You have a very nice place here,” she purred, indicating the lush garden with its down-home wonders. “I’m surprised the woman who runs such a beautiful tavern troubles herself to personally deliver beer and spirits. Wouldn’t that be a task for your servants?” 
 
    Lyra looked like she’d just had her hand caught in the cookie jar. “You’ve got me there, Anna,” she said, giving her a canny look. “Maybe I like a little adventuring in my old age. I’m certainly not getting any younger—and I’d hate to risk one of my cute little barmaids to some horny, warmongering bandits.” She let out a deep sigh. “Had I been born with the power to Cultivate, things would be different around here.” 
 
    “You’re not old,” I said, blurting the words out without thinking. The beer was getting to my head. “You’re gorgeous!” 
 
    A flush rose to my face as I realized what I’d just said. Lyra just laughed it off, good-natured as ever. “Is that the way he talks to you too, sweetheart?” she asked, pointing at Anna. 
 
    “You have no idea the things Eric says to me,” Anna whispered huskily. Okay, the booze was definitely getting to her, too—making her even bolder than usual. Her fingers worked at my belt, hooking in the loops like she wanted to rip the whole thing off. “He might seem like a polite young gentleman in the streets, but get him into a room alone with a vulnerable girl like me and he turns into an absolute beast…” 
 
    “I have no doubt,” Lyra said with a grin. “Bad boy!” 
 
    “I was just saying,” I said, trying to get a handle back on the conversation, “that it’s not too late to have an adventure. Clearly you like to see the world. You could travel—move across Zones, open up franchises all over the world with this delicious beer…” 
 
    Lyra watched me make a fool out of myself, her eyes sparkling with mirth. “Uh huh. And what do you want to do, exactly? You’re free to stay here as long as you like, of course. I could teach you what I know, and maybe you could even find yourself a place like this to purchase in another town or village—but somehow I think the life of a tavern owner is unlikely to excite you much. What are your long-term plans?” 
 
    I had tons of plans in the forefront of my mind —but they all involved Anna, Lyra, and a bed that wouldn’t break easily. I sensed Lyra meant something deeper by the question—something more than just my next sexual escapade. 
 
    “First,” I said, thinking it over, “I need to learn more Cultivation.” 
 
    “Uh huh,” Anna purred, squeezing the bulge in my pants. “I bet.” 
 
    I removed her hand. She pouted, but she understood. She could grope me in a few minutes—this part of the conversation Lyra took seriously. “I need to power up as soon as I can, which means I need to search this Zone for anyone or anything that can give me an edge. Then I’ll challenge Guildmaster Ji.” I took a sip of my beer, covering how completely insane that sounded. 
 
    “Truly?” Lyra looked surprised, but at least she didn’t laugh. “What will that do?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Get revenge for Hazel, like I promised,” I said. I didn’t need more motivation than that—a promise was a promise —but I added, “Then the Hollow Frog Guild will belong to me. I’ll toss out the slackers, reform the rest, and turn it into a Guild that actually helps people instead of extorting them. That should give me enough of a power base to expand across the Zone.” 
 
    Lyra nodded. “And then?” 
 
    And then? It already seemed like an impossible task. Little did I know the kind of faith Lyra already had in me and my ability to tear shit up. 
 
    “If I somehow manage to do all that,” I said, chuckling, “I’ll start doing what Eliezer the Peak Supreme God asked of me. Work my way up the ladder to his power level, maybe even exceed it one day. From what you’ve told me, I’ve got hundreds of years to practice now. Maybe even thousands. So it doesn’t seem as crazy as it once did.” 
 
    Just then the curtain swished open, breaking our conversation. Kij emerged, her violet eyes flashing with mirth as the servant busied herself removing dirty dishes from the table. 
 
    Lyra sighed happily. “One more round of drinks, I believe, Kij. No more food for now.” 
 
    The servant retreated, flashing a wink as she ducked through the curtain. 
 
    “Kij will be back one final time to bring us an after-lunch round, but she’ll leave us in privacy after that. She’s a good servant that way.” 
 
    “Definitely,” I agreed, finishing off a final potsticker. “My compliments to the chef, too.” 
 
    Lyra’s smile turned into a smirk. “You think she’s attractive, don’t you? Kij?” 
 
    The last bite of potsticker went down a bit funny. I coughed to clear it, completing the process with a big swig of beer. Kij was a good-looking girl, to be sure, with something enticing in those piercing, violet eyes. But I sensed a trap hidden in the question. 
 
    “All barmaids are attractive,” I said, favoring her with a smirk. “Otherwise, they wouldn’t be barmaids. But her beauty pales in comparison to yours, Lyra.” 
 
    She let out a laugh at that. “Goodness! You’re not half-bad at flattery, young man. Keep that up, and you might wind up warming my bed on one of these cold nights.” 
 
    Now, I thought. She’d given me and Anna the opening we were looking for—all I had to do was be bold enough to seize it. 
 
    “Why wait for a cold night?” I asked, confirming with a glance at Anna. “Anna and I are more than willing to retire to your bedchambers whenever you’d like.” 
 
    “Give you a hands-on demonstration of exactly how Dual Cultivation works,” Anna added with a wink. 
 
    It was a cute thing, seeing Lyra thrown so far off balance. The older woman sputtered incoherently, her mouth moving around nothing at all as she tried to find the words to respond. Just then, Kij emerged from behind the curtain with a new round of drinks. Sensing her Mistress’s distress, she placed the beers down quickly and withdrew. 
 
    “Dual Cultivation,” Lyra mused, recovering her senses. “That is quite the story, isn’t it? A lost power, capable of granting Cultivation to those born without it.” 
 
    I felt my eyebrows drawing together. “You don’t believe me?” I asked. “You saw Anna transform—” 
 
    “Indeed I did,” Lyra said with a heavy sigh. “But that could just be an aspect of her Cultivation. It proves that she has powers, yes. But not that she was born without Cultivation, or that it was granted to her through sexual magic.” 
 
    I frowned. “I thought we’d built up a rapport,” I said, a little hurt. “I was so sure you believed us…” 
 
    Lyra looked pensive. She grabbed her drink and downed nearly the entire thing in one long gulp, the slender muscles of her throat contracting in a way that made me want her even more. She came up gasping, wiping her mouth with her hand. 
 
    “I don’t know what I believe,” she said, a drunken sheen in her eyes. “I think I need to see it for myself.” 
 
    Anna’s hand tensed inside the loop of my belt. She’d been playing with me there for some time, as if begging me to let her undress me and slide her face into my lap. Now she gasped. 
 
    “You want to see Dual Cultivation,” I said, knowing what that meant. “Meaning you want to watch Anna and I…?” 
 
    “Yes,” Lyra said, nodding like a bobblehead. “I want to see it with my own eyes. Then I’ll believe you.” 
 
    I felt a big, dumb smile spreading across my face. Suddenly it was hard to hold back laughter.  
 
    “What, like right here, right now?” I asked, sliding a hand between Anna’s thighs. She lifted her ass from the seat with a gasp, nibbling her bottom lip. “We could do that…” 
 
    Lyra was scandalized. “Not in my garden!” she said—though her shoulders rose and fell faster at the idea. “Your rooms should be ready by now. I could take you there, and then you could give me a… demonstration. Assuming the two of you are willing and able, of course.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m more than willing,” Anna giggled. Clearly she too was feeling her liquor—I’d rarely seen her this loose and ready to go. “Just to be clear though, Lyra: are we talking about a show, or are you planning to join in on our demonstration?” 
 
    A shadow passed over the garden. Eagerness still filled Lyra’s face, yet I thought I could detect a hidden nervousness beneath the placid surface of her smile. 
 
    “Just watching... for now,” she said thickly. “I need proof, you understand? I can’t just take this whole Dual Cultivation on faith…” 
 
    More like you’re a horny old woman, I thought with a smirk, and you want to get your rocks off watching me and Anna get busy. But if that’s what she wanted, I didn’t mind one bit. The more the merrier—and if Anna was cool with having company in the bedroom, that just made things even hotter. 
 
    “Let’s do this, then,” I said, rising and polishing off the last of my beer. “We should check on Hazel after, as well. I want to make sure she’s settling in alright.” Then, remembering my manners, I extended a hand. “Would you be so kind as to show us our room, Lyra?” 
 
    She had the temerity to blush. “Well, I should delegate a chore like that to Kij, but… I suppose I can,” she said, laughing her ass off at the end of the sentence. “Come on. I’ve picked out one of the nicest rooms in the house for you and your girl. A big, comfy bed… with a nice plush chair for me to rest my weary bones in.” 
 
    I would be perfectly fine with her resting her bones. My bone, however, was about to be doing anything other than resting… 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The common room of the Hungry Herb Tavern had just begun to fill up as Lyra led us upstairs. Farmers and laborers from the town gathered at tables, the evening sun dipping low through the building’s big bay windows as they prepared to end another day with some drinks and camaraderie. I caught a glimpse of Kij bent over a table, her arms heavy-laden with more mugs of Lyra’s rich, strong beer as she served a group of thirsty-looking peasants. 
 
    “Looks like a banner night,” Lyra said, pausing on the second floor landing. “In more ways than one.” 
 
    Excitement tingled through my bloodstream. I could feel the nearness of Anna’s body against mine, sensing the thrill that filled her as we drew closer to our quarters. She’d been waiting all day for this—and now, we were going to have some company. Not the kind of company that participated, unless things went a lot different than I expected, but Lyra wanted to see Dual Cultivation up close and personal. 
 
    That meant she was about to watch my girlfriend and me in our most intimate moments. The thought of it intimidated me a bit, but excited me even more. 
 
    Before that, however, I had business I wanted to take care of. “Which one of these doors houses our special guest?” I asked, glancing down the oaken hallway. These second-floor rooms each had a balcony, with an enviable view of the town and the gorgeous landscape surrounding its walls. Not for the first time, I realized Lyra was putting the three of us up at what had to be considerable expense. 
 
    Lyra pointed with her chin toward a door at the end of the far hall. “She’s in there,” she said, a lock of her long red hair bobbing with the motion. “She’s probably asleep by now. I’d hope the poor thing was sleeping, after everything she’s been through.” 
 
    I stepped toward the door, shrugging my companions off. It hurt a bit, as I could quite literally feel Anna’s frustration at the delay as if it were my own. But I’d said I would check on Hazel, and I didn’t like breaking my promises one bit. 
 
    “This’ll just take a second,” I told Anna without turning around. “I just want to make sure she’s doing okay.” 
 
    My knuckles rapped smartly against the thick wooden door, three times. Three for luck, I thought, remembering the silly superstitions about touching wood I’d grown up with as a kid. When no response came after a few moments, I put my eye to the keyhole and tried to look inside. “Hazel? You there—” 
 
    The door opened. She must have snuck up to it like a ninja; I hadn’t heard a thing. I found myself crouched over awkwardly at the level of her waist, peering up into her exhausted expression. I looked like some kind of creeper—and the outfit she wore didn’t help with that impression one bit. 
 
    Hazel had changed out of her robes. Instead of the deep green tunic she’d worn in the Verdant Ruins, nothing but a plush bath towel covered her lithe body. It was tied tightly in the front, just over the level of her cleavage. Her ample breasts were completely covered, but closing the towel had caused it to run up her thighs, leaving the hem of the puffy washcloth just barely covering her round ass. 
 
    Which just so happened to be where my face was planted. Damn it. 
 
    “Hey,” I said, straightening up quickly. “Anna and I just wanted to check on you. Are you doing okay?” 
 
    Hazel didn’t seem bothered in the slightest by me peeking in through her keyhole. The fact that she was half-naked in front of our group also didn’t seem to register. She stared at me blankly, like she’d forgotten who I was. 
 
    “I’m fine,” she said, a deep frown spreading across her features. “It was nice of you to look in on me.” 
 
    “Sure, of course,” I agreed, rubbing the back of my neck. I tried not to think of how those tanned legs paled to an almost creamy shade as they reached the apex of her thighs. Apparently Hazel had what my old man had called a “farmer’s tan”—though in this case, it was more like a warrior’s tan. “Anything you need from us, Hazel—don’t be shy. We want to help you, you know?” 
 
    “We owe you our lives,” Anna said, her eyes sparkling from the hallway. 
 
    Hazel thought about that for a moment, then nodded. “I… I think what I need right now is some more time alone,” she said, glancing away. The poor girl could barely meet our eyes. “I’ll come and talk to you when I’m ready. How’s that sound? Just don’t… don’t leave the town without me?” 
 
    “Of course not,” Anna said, taking the girl’s hand. “You just let us know, okay, Hazel?” 
 
    “Sure, sure,” the blonde warrior said, her hand on the doorknob. “And Lyra—thanks for this. There’s not a lot of people who would stick their neck out for a girl like me after everything I’ve done.” 
 
    Lyra dismissed her words with a wave of the hand. “It was the least I could do,” she said. She almost managed to make things like Governor Shingu and Guildmaster Li seem small and unimportant within these walls. Which, I realized a minute later, she probably did. This tavern was her domain, and within it, she was every bit as important as either of them. 
 
    “Rest well.” 
 
    Once the door was closed, Anna gave me a little squeeze. “We won’t be resting, though, will we, Eric? We’ve got work to do.” 
 
    I met Lyra’s eyes and smirked. “We sure do. Thanks for bearing with me, Ly—why don’t you show us our room?” 
 
    Our room turned out to be the nicest suite in the whole Tavern. It rested at the corner of two of the Hungry Herb’s walls, overlooking the town’s market square. A big wrap-around balcony stretched outside, with a wooden railing to keep curious onlookers from falling to the dirt road below. The bedroom had two queen-sized beds, which Anna and I hastened to push together to make even bigger. 
 
    “Why don’t you get settled in?” I asked Lyra. Now that we’d come to the actual point of action, the older woman seemed dreadfully nervous. “In fact, maybe you could get Anna and me a drink?” 
 
    “Something a little stronger than beer,” Anna agreed with a smile. “Not that your beer isn’t amazing, of course…” 
 
    “Of course,” Lyra said, twirling a lock of her hair. Then she started to laugh. “I swear, I’ve been around the block a few times, but you two… you’ve got me feeling like I’m eighteen again. I haven’t had butterflies in my stomach like this in a long, long time.” 
 
    Lyra gave a start as I wrapped an arm around her waist. I held her close, just letting her feel the muscles in my arms and shoulders. 
 
    “You don’t have to worry about a thing,” I told her. “There’s zero pressure here, Lyra. You can participate as much—or as little—as you want. Anna and I won’t be offended in the slightest.” 
 
    My girlfriend came up alongside us. “After everything you’ve done for us, it’s the least we can do,” she purred, nuzzling Lyra’s neck with her lips. 
 
    For a moment, I was sure it was about to pop off right there. I could see myself tearing off Lyra’s dress and giving the proprietress of the Hungry Herb Tavern the hottest, most fulfilling sex of her lifetime while Anna cheered us on. Lyra twisted away suddenly, brushing a lock of hair out her face as she giggled nervously. 
 
    “How about those drinks?” she asked, heading to a cabinet in one corner of the suite. “I think there’s a bottle of aged rice wine in these cabinets—ah yes, here we go—and a couple of glasses…” 
 
    Anna and I shared a confused look. She’s shy, my girlfriend mouthed, her eyes alight with mischief. But I thought it was something much deeper than that. 
 
    We’re about to show her Dual Cultivation, I realized. This was something Lyra must’ve been dreaming about her entire life. She’d been hoping for it, wishing for it. And now that she’d finally built a good life here in this town—a profitable life, with her own tavern to run and everything—we were finally offering it to her. 
 
    That had to be a little scary. I wasn’t sure which possibility freaked Lyra out more: that Anna and I were charlatans, or that we could actually turn her into a Cultivator for real. 
 
    Lyra came back with two slender goblets filled with a clear, bubbling fluid. Anna took hers and downed it, groaning with pleasure at the taste. “Oh wow,” she said, handing one of the flutes to me. “That kicks the shit out of sake, Eric. Give it a taste.” 
 
    I did. It just about knocked my socks off. The alcohol hit my bloodstream, and suddenly I was raring to go. 
 
    “So what do you… do exactly?” Lyra said, giggling a bit at how absurd she sounded. I noticed she hadn’t poured herself a drink of the strong spirit—she likely wanted to keep a cool head for this. “When you Dual Cultivate, I mean. Is there a ritual you need to perform first? A meditation, something like that…?” 
 
    Anna laughed and shook her head. “We just do what comes naturally,” she said, tousling my hair as she stared into my eyes. “Fuck, you’re so adorable, Eric. You want to show her what you do to me?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” I growled, lacing my fingers beneath her ass. I lifted Anna off the ground, carrying her back to the bedroom where we’d shoved the two mattresses together into one big one. This room was more dimly lit compared to the great room of the suite—more intimate and romantic. The hide of some great furred beast lay stretched across the bed, the fringe covered in a white scruff like the lining of a fur coat’s hood. 
 
    I tossed Anna onto the fur and basked in the sight of her stretched upon it. She looked better than any model or cover girl I’d ever seen—and she knew it. The effect she had on me was immediate and pronounced. 
 
    “Have a seat wherever you like,” Anna purred, looking over my shoulder. It took a moment to realize she hadn’t spoken to me—Lyra was settling herself in a high-backed chair in the corner of the bedroom. The seat was wide enough for two people, allowing her to tuck her long, sinuous legs beneath her body and watch us with her big doe eyes. God, she was a vision. 
 
    Anna’s hands tugged at my belt. “First,” the blonde purred, unlacing the leather with her slender fingers, “I like to get Eric nice and warmed up. I know he likes it—and it makes me super turned on to feel him throb to full hardness in my mouth.” 
 
    As she finished speaking, she tugged down my pants to reveal my cock. It hung straight out from my body, already most of the way hard from the dirty talk Anna was giving the room. I heard Lyra gasp at the sight of it and felt a surge of pride. 
 
    “Turn this way,” Anna whispered, guiding me with the gentle pressure of her fingers. “So Lyra can see…” 
 
    I turned so that the two of us were in profile, me standing next to the bed and Anna on her hands and knees by the edge of the mattress. She had to lean out a bit to wrap her soft, pouty lips around me, but that was no problem for a flexible girl like her. Wet heat enveloped the head of my cock as Anna moaned, humming around my crown as she took me oh-so-slowly down her throat. 
 
    “Oh wow,” Lyra whimpered, drawing her knees up beneath her breasts. “She’s so… eager!” 
 
    “It’s the Mana,” I panted, watching as Anna worked my cock all the way down her throat. “We can sense it in each other pretty much all the time, but when we start Cultivating, it’s like the whole room is alive.” I let out a grunt as my crown hit the back of her throat, spraying pre-cum across her tongue. She swallowed it eagerly, hungry for more. “I don’t know what kind of drugs you have on this world, Lyra, but it makes both Anna and I feel high as fuck.” 
 
    “High on each other,” Anna whimpered, her lips leaving me with a wet little pop. “I wasn’t like this before I met Eric. My boyfriends used to have to beg me for head—but now, it’s like I can feel what Eric feels. I know exactly what it feels like, what it looks like for him to watch my lips go allll the way down his cock. That’s why I pretty much always start out doing just that.” 
 
    Her naughty tongue darted out of her mouth as she spoke, hitting every sensitive spot on my cock like she was trying to rack up a high score. More pre-cum dripped from the swollen head, clear fluid trickling down her chin as she teased me to the point of madness. 
 
    “As you can see,” Anna purred, turning to Lyra, “pretty much all the blood in Eric’s body is in his cock right now. He can barely think straight, he’s so turned on. Which means he’s about to turn into a total savage and pound my brains out.” 
 
    I looked over at Lyra. The redhead had spread her legs, both feet on the floor as she watched Anna and me go. Her dress slid all the way up her smooth thighs, her hands clenching and unclenching as Anna worshipped my cock. I could tell she wanted to join in—but she was scared. Scared of what it might mean: that it might cause her to leave her old life behind. 
 
    “I think I can feel it,” Lyra panted, spots of color spreading across her cheeks. She flushed from her forehead to her cleavage, one of her hands teasing the hem of her dress. “The Mana you’re talking about… it’s like, like a pressure in my skull.” 
 
    “Either that,” Anna giggled, “or you’re really fucking horny. Okay, Eric, I can’t take it anymore. You want to bust in my mouth first, or you wanna fuck me?” 
 
    I grinned over at Lyra. “Oh no,” I said, tearing off my shirt. “This load’s going right inside of you, Anna. Right where it belongs.” 
 
    Anna shuddered with lust. “God, I love it when you tell me exactly what you’re going to do to me,” she whimpered, hiking her thumbs in her panties. “What position do you want to take me in, babe? I want Lyra to be able to watch…” 
 
    I knew exactly what we should do. “Come here,” I said, grabbing hold of her roughly. As Lyra watched, her eyes wide with lust, I dragged Anna to the foot of the bed, her ass hanging just over the edge. She looked gorgeous framed against all that fur, her naked body splayed out beneath me. 
 
    I took her legs and lifted them, putting her ankles on my shoulders. Anna raised her ass into the air with a squeal, squeezing her tits together for my viewing pleasure.  
 
    “You seeing all this, Lyra?” Anna asked, her body already beginning to transform. Those naughty little horns of hers were bigger than they’d been a moment ago. “You seeing what he’s about to do to me?” 
 
    When Lyra didn’t respond, both of us looked over at her. My jaw dropped. A moment later, Anna’s did as well. 
 
    While I’d been getting Anna in position, Lyra had discarded her dress, folding it up and putting it on the table next to the bed. She was down to just her bra and panties, each a silky jade color that contrasted wonderfully with her red hair. Her tits were enormous: just looking at them made me want to bury my face in them. Her panties were soaking wet, the fabric clinging to the swollen curve of her mound. 
 
    “I’m not going to join you,” Lyra panted, reaching for the catch at the front of her bra. It sprang free, leaving her gloriously topless before us. “I’m… I’m not ready for that. But I can’t just sit here and watch this without doing anything about it—I’ll go insane.” She nibbled nervously at her lip. “Would… would you two mind if I touched myself?” 
 
    Anna laughed, grinding her pussy against the head of my cock. “Lyra, I’d be offended if you didn’t,” she giggled, swirling her hips in a tight little circle. “I told you, Lyra—we’ll move at your pace. Whatever you’re comfortable with.” 
 
    I was far more direct. “Show me your pussy,” I growled, watching Lyra as I pushed my cock slowly into Anna’s channel. “I want to watch you playing with it.” 
 
    Lyra’s mouth formed a perfect little ‘O’ of surprise—then she did exactly that. Tugging the panties to the side exposed her trimmed, dripping slit, overflowing with juice. Without ever breaking eye contact, she slid her fingers between her thighs and began rubbing her clit in slow, hard circles. Her shoulders rose and fell rapidly, her pupils dilating to the size of dinner plates at the scene in front of her. 
 
    I don’t think I’ve ever seen a woman that turned on, I thought, pushing into Anna beneath me. Well, except for maybe the one I’m fucking right now. 
 
    With that, I turned my attention back to Anna. Mana coursed through our bloodstreams as I thrust forward, bottoming out inside of her with one smooth stroke. Strangely, the dark impulses both of us felt inside of Hazel’s cabin seemed totally MIA—they were nowhere to be found. Maybe the power inside of us sensed that someone else was in the room, and that hurting each other in the middle of sex would freak them out too much. Or perhaps the intimacy between Anna and I had increased. Either way, things moved slowly, sensuously—more making love than hard, primal fucking. 
 
    Well okay, it was still plenty hard. The bed slamming into the wall on every thrust was testament to that. 
 
    Anna let out a shriek of pure bliss as I thrust deep into her, filling her walls at the perfect angle to drive her wild. I grabbed her legs with both hands, pinning her to me so that all she could do was fuck herself back on me as hard as she possibly could. Her tits bounced up and down each time I bottomed out inside of her, slapping against her chin as she laughed and moaned and whimpered for more. She was having fun—and so was I. 
 
    “God, that’s good,” I growled, my fingers digging into her ass as I fucked her roughly. “Now let’s make everything nice and tight…” 
 
    While Lyra watched, touching her flawless MILF pussy through her panties, I wrapped my arm around Anna’s legs and drew them together as tightly as I could. When I brought her thighs together, everything between her legs constricted, turning her already-snug pussy into something oh-so-tight. Each thrust blinded me with pleasure, sent fireworks exploding behind my eyes. I braced my feet firmly against the floor, building up a head of steam as I pounded her pussy like a piston. Sweat poured down our bodies as Mana flowed through the room, opening our senses to each other. 
 
    I could feel Anna feeling me. I knew she was experiencing the same thing—the dominant thrill of having her own body pinned beneath mine, helpless before my thrusts. She felt the power and control, even as pure submissiveness flowed through her own body. The combination was intoxicating, sending both of our pleasure levels right into the stratosphere. 
 
    Then, dimly, I became aware of Lyra. 
 
    A look of disbelief spread across Anna’s face, and I knew she was feeling it, too. Both of us sensed Lyra’s need, the arousal coursing through her veins even as she rubbed herself shamelessly through her panties. Fingers weren’t what Lyra needed, and all three of us knew it. Her body cried out for a hard fucking—begging to be sandwiched between me and Anna, taking my cock in her mouth as she cried out and opened herself to Cultivation. 
 
    She wanted it. She wanted it so badly. And that scared the hell out of her. 
 
    So I thrust even deeper into Anna’s tight, wet pussy, gritting my teeth. Anna felt me lose my rhythm and laughed triumphantly, her eyes rolling back in her head until only the whites showed. 
 
    “Yes!” she groaned, throwing her hands in the air. “Come for me, Eric! Come inside me!” 
 
    My cries of passion became a roar as I hit the peak and sailed right over. My cock jerked inside of Anna’s core, hammering her G-spot as the first thick rope of seed sprayed from the head. My balls emptied inside of her pussy, pumping every rich drop of cream deep into her womb where it belonged. Anna’s body looked more demonic than ever as she took my seed, her inner walls doing that crazy grip-and-tug routine that felt like she was trying to milk me dry. Then Anna was screaming along with me, her pussy gushing over as my climax triggered her own. 
 
    A second orgasm slapped me in the face, washing over me with no warning. This one felt different than the first—less a dam bursting than a flood bubbling up from the earth. Its intensity shocked me. I locked eyes with Anna, assuming this was a reflection of her pleasure amplified by the Mana, but she looked just as confused as I was. What the hell…? 
 
    Both of us looked over at the same time. Lyra, sobbing and shuddering with bliss, had her fingers knuckle-deep inside her spasming womanhood. She’d sent herself over the edge watching us make love—and we’d felt it. 
 
    Anna and I locked eyes. Both of us knew: we could make Lyra into a Cultivator. If we did to her what we’d just done to each other, she’d open up so wide she could start along the path of the Eternal Dao with us. She’d have to start from the beginning, like Hazel—as an Early Mana Gateway—but she could do it. Join our group. Our harem. 
 
    If she wanted it. 
 
    As I came down from my peak, I pushed Anna backward across the bed. I couldn’t curl up next to her with her ass hanging out in the open air, and Anna always wanted to curl up and get cuddly after a good, hard fuck. Within moments, the two of us lay beneath Lyra’s rich furs, naked and giggling. I never felt closer to Anna than during this process—both the orgasm and what came after sealed us together tighter, made us more of a couple. 
 
    Anna pulled one of my arms over her, snuggling her body tight against mine beneath the furs. “That was wonderful,” she panted, planting a kiss on my wrist. “You always know exactly what I need, Eric. You’re so good…” 
 
    Slowly, Lyra came back to her senses, her eyes heavy-lidded with bliss. “My goodness,” the redhead panted, lowering one foot to the floor. She crossed one leg over the other, hiding her beautiful pussy from our sight. “That was… intense. It was only a solo performance, but it felt better than most duets I’ve had in my life.” 
 
    “You felt it,” Anna whispered, reaching out from beneath the covers. Her hand beckoned for Lyra to come and join us, to get warm and naked under the furs along with us. “The Mana. We felt you, too, Lyra. If you let us practice Dual Cultivation with you, you’ll become a Cultivator, too—I’m sure of it.” She smiled from ear-to-ear, sleepily pushing her hair into my face. “We’re both tired right now, but I’m sure you could coax Eric into a round two…” 
 
    Lyra stared at me, her face hungry with need. Then she shook herself, like someone coming out of a trance, and rose from the chair. “I think I’ve done enough for tonight,” she said, a little more brusquely than she probably intended. 
 
    Anna frowned. “Are you sure? I know this is what you want, Lyra. Please let us repay all your kindness…” 
 
    Lyra held up a hand. “You’ve definitely given me something to think about,” she said, brushing a sweaty lock of hair out of her face. “And more than that, besides. You two get some rest. I’ll have Kij come wake you up in the morning, and we’ll all have breakfast.” Her expression softened as she realized how harsh she was being. “Let me sleep on it, okay? We’ll talk more in the morning.” 
 
    We said our goodbyes. Lyra withdrew swiftly, smoothing down her dress as she exited the suite. It wouldn’t do much good—she had a distinctly freshly-fucked look, even if neither of us had laid a finger on her. Anyone at the Hungry Herb who saw her tonight would assume she’d had a threesome with the new Cultivators she was letting stay on as guests. 
 
    Hopefully by tomorrow night, that’ll be true, I thought, snuggling Anna tighter. Yet to my surprise, the thought of her declining didn’t upset me. If Lyra wanted to remain where she was in life, that was alright with me. I wasn’t about to judge people for their choices, or try and force them into something they weren’t comfortable with. I just wanted to live my life the way I wanted, and I treated others with that same respect. 
 
    With the door closed firmly behind us, Anna turned her dark eyes on me. “You don’t think we upset her, do you?” she asked, sounding worried. “Maybe I shouldn’t have brought up the whole thing about Cultivation. If I’d just made it sound like we wanted a fun threesome, maybe she would have been more comfortable.” 
 
    “She’s fine,” I assured Anna. Her worries soothed away beneath my caresses, the smile returning to her face. “She just needs some time to think about things.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Trust me,” I said with a yawn. “That is one hell of a woman. I’m glad we ran into her when we did—I don’t know what we would’ve done without her. If she wants to join us, I’m sure she won’t be shy about letting us know.” I gave Anna a pinch beneath the covers. “Besides, you’re definitely not shy about wanting to turn this into a harem.” 
 
    Anna giggled, trying to pinch me back. “Hey, you’re the one who stares at everything with an ass and a nice set of tits we come across!” 
 
    “Yeah, but you’re the one who wants to bring them into our bed,” I growled, nuzzling the hollow between her breasts. I pulled back the fur, wrapping my lips around one of Anna’s nipples. It stiffened in my mouth, her pelvis grinding against me as she offered me her freshly-fucked pussy. “Admit it. The thought of having another girl in bed turns you on.” 
 
    “Never,” she gasped, grinning from ear-to-ear. “You’ll never pry it out of me, Eric!” 
 
    “Well then we’re not having a round two,” I said with a shrug, savoring the panicked look on her face. “I guess I’ll just get some sleep then. Maybe we can have a quickie before Kij gets us up in the morning.” 
 
    Anna’s expression collapsed. “Okay, okay. I do, alright!? God, I don’t know where it came from! I’ve never been the kind of girl to share a man before, but something about it just seems so… unf, hawt!” She squeezed her thighs together. “Especially with a cutie like Lyra. Or Hazel.” 
 
    I smirked down at her. “You’re thinking about her too, huh?” 
 
    A sad look entered Anna’s eyes. “I hope we can find a way to fix her,” she panted, wrapping her legs around my hips. My cock pushed against the entrance to her soft, silky folds, already back to full hardness. “Even if we don’t—I want that girl, Eric. She belongs with us—ohhh!” 
 
    I thrust deep into her, taking my girlfriend for the second time that night. “Don’t worry,” I growled against her ear, fucking her slow and deep. “You’re going to have lots of girls to play with soon, Anna. There’s no way we’re keeping it at just Dual Cultivation. Hazel, Lyra… from now on, you and I are going to be traveling in style.” 
 
    As Anna wrapped herself around me that night, eagerly welcoming me into her, it was all talk. But I had no idea how soon our harem fantasies would become a reality—and that all of it would start with our new friend, Lyra. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning, Anna and I woke up a few minutes before Kij entered the suite. The servant gasped, nearly dropping her tray of coffee as she saw us wrapped up in the blankets, grabbing a morning quickie. 
 
    “Mistress Lyra would like to see you downstairs!” the servant said through the door once she’d closed it. “Breakfast will be served any minute!” 
 
    As the servant retreated down the hall Anna laughed, wrapping her arms around my shoulders. “Damn it,” the blonde panted, pouting up at me. “Rain check?” 
 
    I was already pulling out of her. “Sure thing,” I said, helping her get dressed. Both of us wore casual clothes for our breakfast with Lyra; we could change into something more formal later. Besides, I had more on my mind than sex that morning, strange as it might seem. Something about the previous night’s encounter nagged at me, even through the memory of Lyra fingering herself while I did my level best to fuck Anna into the mattress. 
 
    Something was different about last night, I told myself as I put on my robes. None of my comprehensions increased, and I didn’t gain any new powers, either. Neither did Anna. I couldn’t figure it out. The only difference I could think of between the encounter in Hazel’s cabin and the one in the Hungry Herb Tavern were the injuries I’d sustained. Anna’s fangs and claws had tried their best to make a meal out of me, but the awesome healing power of Dual Cultivation soothed those pains away in seconds, transforming them into pleasure. Was that really the key? 
 
    Once fully dressed, we made our way down to breakfast. Lyra had a spread waiting for us on a table in her back garden—no hanging out in the common room necessary. The smell of rich food mixed with the scents of the flowers, making my mouth water.  
 
    What a perfect place to have breakfast, I thought. 
 
    Lyra also had a couple foaming mugs of beer waiting for us. “Figured you could probably use a little hair of the dog,” the redhead said, rising to greet us. She threw her arms around Anna, giving her a quick, tight hug, then did the same for me. “We did some heavy drinking last night.” 
 
    “You don’t look it,” I said, giving her a quick once-over. Both Anna and I showed the hallmarks of a night well spent, but Lyra didn’t have a single hair out of place. She looked like she’d gone to bed early last night with a book, instead of fingering her wet pussy while watching her new guests practice sex magic. “How do you do that?” 
 
    “A lady has her secrets,” Lyra said with a smirk. “Maybe I’ll teach your girlfriend a few of them. Please, sit.” 
 
    To my surprise, another guest had already beaten us here. Hazel sat across from Anna and me at the garden table, quietly eating a bowl of rice with some of those spicy pork dumplings on top. A beer sat on a coaster next to her, untouched. She chewed mechanically, as if she didn’t even taste the food. 
 
    She looked a little better than yesterday, at least. I had that much to hold onto. 
 
    With Hazel staring morosely into her bowl of food, there wasn’t much room for conversation. As much as I could tell Anna and Lyra wanted to talk about last night, and their plans for the future, neither of them felt comfortable discussing it in front of Hazel. I couldn’t blame them. Talk about turning someone into a Cultivator in front of someone who’d had their Cultivation forcibly ripped from them? That would have been incredibly cruel. 
 
    Eventually, Hazel finished the last of her meal and rose. “Thanks,” she said, retreating through the curtain without saying a word to us. The atmosphere in the garden relaxed immediately once she was gone. 
 
    “Poor girl,” Lyra said, watching her go with a sympathetic gaze. “I feel so bad for her. Not only does she have to deal with her loss, she has to hide away from Governor Shingu and his troops.” 
 
    I finished off a pork dumpling, washing it down with some beer. Lyra had been right—a little hair of the dog was just what I needed. “Is it really that bad?” I asked, curious. “She can’t even walk around town?” 
 
    “Maybe if she wore a disguise,” Lyra mused, her fingers pressing against her chin. “But I really wouldn’t risk it. It’s dangerous enough having her here as a guest, as it is.” 
 
    Silence settled for a few moments. But Anna broke it when she leaned over and put her hand on top of Lyra’s. “Have you thought any more about our offer?” my girlfriend asked, smiling to show there was no pressure. “If you need more time, Eric and I totally understand.” 
 
    Lyra stared down at the hand for a long moment, choosing her words carefully. “I’ve thought about it,” she said slowly. “And I’ve decided that I’d like a repeat performance of last night.” She met my eye, the corner of her mouth curling in a sexy smirk. “As a participant, this time.” 
 
    Anna literally squeed with joy. “Oh my gosh, I can’t wait!” she said, downing a big swallow of her beer with gusto. “I’m so happy right now, Lyra! I promise you, you won’t regret this.” 
 
    Lyra held up a hand, stilling the girl. “In the meantime, I have a lot of work to do.” She scooted her chair back from the table and rose to her feet. “The Hungry Herb calls. I’ve been away for some time, so I need to get a handle on things.” She gestured at what was left of the food. “Please, take your time with the meal, though. Kij will bring you whatever you’d like.” 
 
    “Sounds great,” I told her. “We’ll touch base tonight.” I looked around the garden. “Uh, what should we do in the meantime?” 
 
    In response, Lyra tittered, hiding her mouth behind her fingers. “Why not go explore the town?” she asked. “If you need money, I’m happy to write you a note with my signature on it. Any of the merchants in the town would be happy to accept my credit—but you will need to pay me back.” 
 
    Her words hit me in my well-fed gut. “We’ll owe you?” 
 
    Lyra let out a wicked little giggle. Suddenly I couldn’t help but wonder how many hapless townsfolk she had in her debt, extending that wonderful ‘credit’ until it came back to bite them in the ass. “I wouldn’t worry too much about it,” she said. “There’s always work out there for Cultivators, even low-level ones. You shouldn’t have any problem picking up a little currency on the side…” 
 
    Within a few minutes, Kij came back with a signed note from Lyra. Please extend my credit to these two individuals—the Cultivators Eric and Anna. They are my guests in the town, and anything they need to purchase can be put on my account. It was signed with her name in a flowing, calligraphically perfect sigil. 
 
    “Well, that’s certainly nice of her,” Anna said as Kij slipped out of the garden. “Although I’m sure she’ll charge us interest. Maybe she’ll take a little bit of our tab off if we do a good job with her tonight?” She frowned. “What’s wrong, Eric?” 
 
    A single candle sat burning in the center of the table. I stared deep into the tiny flame, thinking. “We didn’t gain any power last night,” I muttered. 
 
    It clicked for Anna, as well. “You think it’s because we didn’t get hurt?” she asked, taking an idle sip of her nearly empty beer. “I like it rough as much as the next girl, Eric, but if we’ve got to get that wild every time to increase our power, I might need some aftercare…” 
 
    Still concentrating, I brought my open palm just above the tip of the flame. I’d done this enough times as a kid to know you could touch the fire briefly without burning yourself—as long as you limited yourself to the tip of the flame, where the fire burnt with the least amount of heat. This time, though, I simply held my hand there, letting it grow warmer. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Anna asked, peering in closer. The two of us sat alone in the garden, the sounds of the guests in the common room muffled through the walls. 
 
    “I want to try something,” I said, concentrating on the flame. “If I can’t join one of the Guilds around here, that means I’ve got to learn how to Cultivate by myself. One of the ways Hazel talked about was something like this.” 
 
    Slowly, I lowered my open palm onto the flame. The tip sizzled across my skin, lapping tongues of flame across the lines in my hand. After a few seconds, the pain became too much, and I pulled back with a wince. 
 
    “Nice,” Anna said, making a face. “Congratulations, you’ve unlocked a first-degree burn. Maybe we could find someone in the town who’ll spar with you—” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. I’m going to learn Fire Mastery. In fact, I’m learning it already.” 
 
    Anna’s eyebrows rose. “You are?” 
 
    I smiled. Above my head, words floated in mid-air: 
 
      
 
    Beginning Comprehension of Fire 
 
      
 
    Initiating Memorize Stage (Level 1: Ember) 
 
    Memorize Stage reached 0.1% (Level 1: Ember) 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t much, to be sure. I hardly even felt it: compared to the burning pain in my hand, the knowledge seemed like a very small thing, indeed. But it was progress. That was the important part. 
 
    The journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step, I thought—a hoary old cliche, but sometimes true all the same. I’d just taken the first step toward my Comprehension of Fire. 
 
    “God helps those who help themselves,” I said, watching the flame. “Benjamin Franklin said that.” As the words left my lips, I felt a little bit of help—my Black Core, vibrating against my side like a hummingbird flying through the air. 
 
    My awareness of the world sharpened. Suddenly, I could sense the Mana in the living, growing things around me—Lyra’s garden was a veritable field of it. More streamed from my Core, wreathing around my body in long tendrils like the vines of one of those plants. 
 
    With my enhanced senses, it was almost easy to divert Mana to my palm, soothing the burn. Anna watched in amazement, her eyes widening as the red welt on my hand shrunk and faded. Within a few moments, the skin lay smooth and unbroken, as if I’d never done such a damn fool thing as shoving my hand in a candle’s flame to begin with. 
 
    “That,” Anna whispered, her jaw hanging open, “is incredible.” 
 
    “It’s a start,” I said with a shrug. “Yet another thing that feels like a video game.” 
 
    “Skyrim,” Anna whispered, nodding. “I remember making the same leather jerkin and sword over and over again at the blacksmith’s forge, breaking it back down for parts every single time. Because practicing the skill over and over again gave you skill points, which made you level up.” Her eyes glazed over as she spoke about it, as if remembering the hours she’d spent holding the controller and exploring the world. “I made a super powerful character before I even got, like, ten percent of the way through the plot.” She frowned. “It kind of got boring when your character could just clown on everything, though.” 
 
    “Real life won’t get boring,” I shot back. “We’re going to need every advantage we can get. We’re surrounded by Cultivators more powerful than us—like Guildmaster Ji—so if an exploit can get us powered up faster, then I’ll just have to burn the shit out of myself a few more times.” 
 
    Anna giggled. “There’s got to be a better way to do it, though. I remember everything in that game made you stronger—running, jumping, swinging a sword, and killing monsters. If you just sit here all day burning yourself over and over again, people are going to start thinking you’ve got some kind of mental problem. They’ll whisper about you, gossiping around the town, and then where will we be?” She sighed. “Shit, we’ve already got a half-comatose girl traveling around with us. We don’t need to be the laughingstock of the whole province.” 
 
    She was right. I could see that. “We’ll have to look for other opportunities,” I said, my mind working rapidly. Something clicked inside my head. “What about the cast-iron pot?” 
 
    Anna’s eyebrows furrowed together. “What about the cast-iron pot?” she asked, popping a potsticker into her mouth. “Wait, is this another Skyrim thing or a ‘this world’ thing?” 
 
    “Back in Hazel’s cabin,” I explained, “she carried that big cauldron around like it was nothing. The one she made our dinner in with her magic pill.” The more I thought about it, the more sense it made. Even in the real world, lifting regularly was a surefire way to increase one’s strength. Throwing Cultivation into the mix could give the whole thing a boost that could move me on my journey forward to becoming more powerful. 
 
    “I think I’ve just figured out what my first method of paying Lyra back’s going to be,” I said, leaving the table and its single glowing candle behind. Anna followed behind me, still not quite understanding what I was talking about. I remembered that big cart of barrels Lyra brought with her back to the Hungry Herb Tavern. Surely those all hadn’t been unloaded in the night, right? 
 
    “Hey, Lyra?” I pushed through the common room and into the back. Beyond the big set of double doors leading into the kitchen, chefs worked to put together the dishes Lyra and her servants served to hungry farmers and merchants. I was seeking the woman herself, however—I’d already eaten. 
 
    The woman herself stood giving guidance to a harried-looking assistant. Clearly the place had been hanging on by its fingernails with the woman in charge gone. She gave me a surprised look to see me in her kitchen.  
 
    “What are you doing back here?” Lyra asked. “I thought I told you and your girlfriend to take in the sights.” 
 
    “That beer you brought with you,” I said briskly, crossing my arms over my chest. “Has it all been unloaded yet?” 
 
    Lyra cocked her head to the side. “No—two of the miller’s boys usually help me with that, but they’re late this morning. Must be sleeping in.” One of her eyebrows rose. “Are you volunteering?” 
 
    “I’d love to help,” I said, patting my hands together. 
 
    Anna stared at me like I’d just grown a second head. “You’re doing manual labor?” she asked, frowning. 
 
    I just grinned back. “You’ll see.” 
 
    With a shrug, Lyra led us to the small loading area on the side of the tavern. The cart stood outside, the oxen nowhere to be found. A couple dozen heavy barrels of beer remained inside, sheltered by an awning next to the tavern’s side. 
 
    “These aren’t needed immediately,” Lyra explained, gesturing at a cellar door sitting next to the entrance. “So I’d like you to put them down in the cellar. There’s more than enough space down there for beer and wine—this is all beer, though.” Lyra looked me up and down, frowning at my arms. “This is normally a two-man job. You sure you’re up for it?” 
 
    “Gladly,” I said, smiling from ear-to-ear. “I need the exercise.” 
 
    Again, Lyra gave me one of those expansive shrugs. “If you want to, I won’t stop you. I’d be glad for the help.” She stepped in closer, dropping her voice. “Just make sure you don’t pull any important muscles, Eric. I’m looking forward to our date tonight.” 
 
    With a brief kiss on my cheek, Lyra headed back inside—winking from the doorway before pulling it closed. Anna let out a little aww as the redhead left us, as if she couldn’t have been more smitten with the older woman. 
 
    “Well,” Anna said, turning her attention to the cart, “you’ve definitely got your work cut out for you. You’re not expecting me to help you lift these, are you?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Just stay on standby. I might need a little help—especially if I throw my back out the first time I try this.” 
 
    I climbed into the cart, the smell of sawdust filling my nostrils. The barrels were cool and slightly damp to the touch, the wood giving me plenty of handholds to grab onto and lift. Gritting my teeth, I wrapped my arms around one and lifted. 
 
    Holy shit! Lyra hadn’t been lying about this being a two-man job. Honestly, it was probably more suited for three or four people. The miller’s boys must have been some stout lads. 
 
    At first, the barrel refused to budge. Anna gave me a worried look, glancing up and down the street like she wanted to be sure help was nearby just in case I passed out. Then I opened my senses, reaching for the Mana in my Core, and the pressure eased. 
 
    Still, it was no picnic. I lifted the barrel, holding it against my chest, and carried it from the cart to the packed earth next to the cellar door. It nearly slipped from my hands by the time I got there—it was that heavy. 
 
    I sank to the ground next to it, panting. “Holy shit, babe,” Anna said, her fingers on my back. “That thing’s even bigger than you are. Maybe you should rethink this…” 
 
    Probably she was right. But I couldn’t back down now.  
 
    Instead, I reached for more Mana. The nearly invisible tendrils wrapped around my body, soothing away the burning sensation in my muscles. It felt like they were repairing at a rapid rate, just like the burn on my hand. And all the shit Anna’s claws did, I thought with a surge of lust. 
 
    Within short order, I’d reached for my Mana again and carried the barrel down below. A narrow set of steps led into the deep darkness of the cellar. In the back, several barrels of beer and wine already sat, as if they were just waiting for their fellows to join them. 
 
    By the time I got back, I was exhausted even with the Mana. But I could feel something happening—just like with the flame, I was growing stronger. I knew I was. 
 
    Anna looked on proudly as I grabbed the next barrel, then pumped it up and down a few times like a weightlifter doing a bench press. “Show off,” Anna snickered—but she looked totally turned on. 
 
    The effect was only ruined somewhat by a sudden rumble in my stomach. What the hell? Hadn’t I just eaten a big breakfast with Lyra? Why the fuck was I hungry? 
 
    “It’s the Mana,” I grunted, setting the barrel down. My head swam, the world lurching from side to side. “Shit.” 
 
    “Eric? Eric!” Anna caught me just before I fell. “Are you alright?” 
 
    After a few moments, the dizzy feeling receded. “Yeah, I’m okay,” I said, quelling her fears. “Actually, I kind of have a strange request. Would you run into the kitchen and ask whoever’s in there to bring me out a big basket of those potstickers?” 
 
    Anna looked from me to the heavy barrel, her gaze sharpening. “No problem,” she said, beginning to nod. “You’re going to be at this a while, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Only way to make progress,” I said, lifting the barrel into my arms. “I understand if you want to check out the town while I’m doing this, though.” 
 
    “Oh, no—I’ll watch.” Anna pursed her pouty lips. “I don’t mind watching you get all hot and sweaty, Eric. In fact, I’ll have Kij bring me out a chair and a couple beers so I can cheer you on.” 
 
    That was exactly what she did. It felt a little odd to have Anna lounging around, tossing peanuts at me and making obscene comments about my anatomy while I lugged barrels around, but she kept the food coming every time my Mana began to ebb.  
 
    Before long, a few of the cuter barmaids had gathered around as well, laughing and joking with Anna as they watched me lift with my shirt off. She’s fitting in perfectly, I thought, grinning from the other side of the barrel as I lifted the latest keg of beer into the cellar. I bet Lyra will make things even better… 
 
    “I’m jealous,” one of the barmaids said, batting Anna on the shoulder. “He’s such a strapping young man.” 
 
    Was I? I guess I’d really turned myself into something special. Cords of muscle stood out on my arms and neck as I hauled another barrel down into the cellar, sweat pouring down my body. As I climbed the stairs and emerged into the light, a half-dozen barmaids fought each other to be the one who toweled me off. Anna watched with a wicked grin on her face, as if she were planning to invite a couple of them up into our room after we were done. 
 
    Damn, I really lucked out with that girl, I thought, meeting Anna’s eyes over the heads of the giggling barmaids. She was gorgeous, dangerous in battle, and she seemed to be even more turned on over the idea of sharing me than I was. Had this person always been inside of Anna, just waiting to be let out of its cage? Or had my Cultivation powers transformed her somehow? 
 
    “Ladies,” I said with a smirk, gesturing at the remaining barrels. There was more hand caressing my chest than towel—it seemed like most of the women were just using this as an excuse to feel me up. I didn’t mind, as long as Anna liked it - but I also needed to keep training. “Got a lot of work to do handling these barrels. They won’t go down into that cellar all by themselves…” 
 
    Most of the girls dispersed, heading back to Anna, but one remained. She looked bolder than the rest. 
 
    “I’ve got a few things you could handle, Eric,” she growled, guiding my hands to her full rump. “And believe me, I’ll most definitely go down…” 
 
    With an invitation like that, I nearly threw her over my shoulders and carried her upstairs. Training or no, I was a man with red blood in my veins, and when a woman threw herself at me like that, I had to take note. I was certain Anna wouldn’t mind—in fact, she’d probably follow us up to my room and join in. 
 
    Unfortunately, Lyra chose that moment to notice half her barmaids had disappeared. 
 
    The side door of the Hungry Herb flew open, Lyra’s head sticking out into the street. “You lazy hussies!” she said, laughing. “Come to giggle like brainless bimbos over the Cultivator, have you?” 
 
    In a flash, each of the barmaids looked as innocent as schoolgirls. “We were just helping out,” the bold girl said, jerking a thumb at Anna. “You know it’s slow enough in the mornings that we could lend a hand to the new folks.” 
 
    “Aye, you’d lend far more than a hand if you could, Jessamyn,” Lyra said, arching an eyebrow. “All of you get back inside. And Eric…” 
 
    I looked up and met her eye, a heavy barrel held against my chest. “Yes?” 
 
    Lyra winked at me. “Keep up the good work.” 
 
    Without the barmaids to coo and giggle over me, I was able to focus on my work—but said work became far less fun. Anna kept on providing plates of food and drink for me between barrels, refilling my empty stomach every time my Mana began to run low and that dizziness returned. After an hour or so, the last of the barrels rested safely in the cellar, ready to be brought up and served to customers when needed. 
 
    I leaned against a wall as tendrils of Mana wrapped around me, soothing away my injuries. Anna sipped her beer as she devoured the sight of my shirtless body with her eyes. The barmaids had kept on supplying her with alcohol along with my food, and my girlfriend was nice and toasted by now. 
 
    “I just want you to know,” she said, watching me dip a rag in water and wring it out over my neck, “that it was incredibly satisfying to watch you do that.” 
 
    I met her eyes, and a crooked smile spread across Anna’s face. “I’m sure,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m shocked you’re not more jealous. Half the barmaids in the Hungry Herb have crushes on me now.” 
 
    Anna nibbled her bottom lip. “So? I’ve got crushes on half the barmaids.” She took a step forward, taking the rag and running it over my chest. “Especially that Jessamyn. She seems like she’d be a lot of fun in the sack.” 
 
    Again that dark impulse seized control of me. Suddenly I felt ten feet tall, and bold to match. “Why don’t I throw her over my shoulder and drag her back to our room, then? We could spend all morning taking turns on her.” 
 
    Anna looked like she wanted to say yes, but her better nature cautioned her against it. “Because,” she said, slapping me on the chest with the rag, “you’ll tire yourself out before our date with Lyra tonight. Besides, I really do want to see this town.” She watched as the tendrils of Mana retreated from my body, a frown spreading across her face. “Have you noticed anything yet?” 
 
    “Funny you should ask,” I said, pointing. She turned to see what I saw: black words appearing in mid-air, floating in space over the street: 
 
      
 
    Comprehension of Muscle Increased 25% 
 
    Strength Increased By 1%! 
 
      
 
    Anna turned wide eyes on me, her jaw nearly hitting the floor. “Shit, it worked!” she cackled, giving me a high-five. “You can make yourself stronger even without a Guild, Eric! It’s just like a fucking video game!” 
 
    It was. Somehow I knew that if I really put my back into it, I could get even stronger. Maybe even increase the speed by which I gained new abilities. I wanted to test it more, to experiment with different ways of gaining Cultivation, but Anna was right. We hadn’t even started exploring the town yet, and the morning was almost over. 
 
    Besides, I thought, looking down at my stomach. I must have eaten a half-dozen plates of those pork potstickers. If I keep up at this rate, Lyra will have to close the Hungry Herb from lack of food… 
 
    I’d figure out some way to compensate her, for sure. And as my naughty grin met Anna’s, I realized the two of us might just have the perfect way to do that. 
 
    “So,” Anna said, clearly thinking about tonight as well. “The town?” 
 
    “Totally,” I said, taking a step forward. “Wait, what’s wrong?” 
 
    A strange smile flickered across Anna’s face. “You might want to put on a new shirt before we go,” she explained, her cheeks heated. “Otherwise it’s going to be lady boners all up and down the block wherever we go, and you’ll get more girls like Jessamyn throwing themselves at you…” 
 
    That might not be so bad, I thought with a smirk. But I got what she meant. 
 
    “New shirt,” I said, glancing down at myself. “Then we explore. Be right back.” 
 
    I could tell she wanted to come with me. Watching me train had left Anna with a lady boner of her own. But it would have to wait until tonight to satisfy. 
 
    Tonight, I belonged to Lyra and Anna. And I fully intended to make it the most awesome night of their lives. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lyra’s town was something else, alright. 
 
    After the tiny forts and secluded hamlets that dotted the Hollow Frog’s territory, exploring a properly-sized town again felt strangely freeing. This time of the morning, the market square bustled with activity, a multitude of vendors buying and selling everything from cattle to foreign currency. Everyone seemed to be doing their best to wheel and deal, from the loud-mouthed salesman hawking fresh fish to the wizened old man with a loupe against his eye appraising jewelry. 
 
    “All you’d need to add is a rollercoaster,” I said, watching a group of children carrying freshly bought sweet treats pass us in the opposite direction. “What do you think, Anna?” 
 
    She tittered as she examined the square. “You’re right. It does remind me a bit of the carnival,” she said, gazing at a rack of weapons. Unlike the swords and bows we’d seen back on Earth, these weren’t show pieces—they’d been designed for combat. “I think I like this one even more, though.” 
 
    “You’d definitely ride the Green Dragon now, wouldn’t you?” I teased. The timid girl who’d been too afraid for thrill rides definitely wasn’t Anna any longer. 
 
    Anna pursed her lips. “Why not? I’ve ridden your dragon plenty, haven’t I? Oh, Eric—look!” 
 
    I’d been about to come up with a clever rejoinder when Anna bolted. Interested to see what she’d found, I double-timed it across the square. My girlfriend stood at the entrance to an oversized tent, red and white canvas forming an awning against the elements. 
 
    Within the tent were clothes. Fine, silken sundresses and blouses, made from material as wispy as it was gorgeous. The dresses looked as if they’d been blown from spun sugar—like they’d been made by fairies instead of people. 
 
    “Oh wow,” Anna whispered, fingering the sleeve of a gown. “I know this probably wasn’t what Lyra had in mind when she gave us that IOU, but…” Suddenly she looked girlish with glee. “Do you think I can go inside, Eric? Maybe pick up a cute dress?” 
 
    I gave her a peck on the cheek. “Sure. Sounds great.” 
 
    I moved to enter with her, but she put her hands on my chest. “Uh uh,” she said, shaking her head. Her eyes gleamed with mischief. “I want it to be a surprise.” 
 
    A good surprise, I hope. “Oh, okay. I’ll wait.” 
 
    I glanced around the square. Right at its center stood an ornamental fountain, a leaping koi fish jumping over a makeshift dock. A plume of frothing water shot from its mouth, filling a basin with a bottom lined with coins. Benches surrounded the fountain, with a few older peasants lounging around them and socializing. 
 
    “Right over there,” I finished, pointing. “By that fountain?” 
 
    Anna squeed with delight and gave me a longer, deeper kiss. “Awesome,” she giggled, no doubt thinking of how beautiful she’d look tonight for our date with Lyra. “I’ll come get you when I’ve picked something out, okay?” 
 
    That sounded fine with me. I made my way to the fountain, sitting before it and peering into its depths. All around me the sounds of friendly conversation pierced the air, thousands of people going about their everyday lives. Only these lives took place in a world that until recently I hadn’t known existed. 
 
    What a place, I thought, rocking back on my heels. I could have slept—even after using Mana to heal my muscles from all that lifting, I felt tired. So peaceful. 
 
    My eyes opened. It wouldn’t do for Anna to find me sleeping when she came out with her nice dress. After watching peasants make their way through the square for a while, I decided to try and practice a bit more Cultivation. 
 
    “Every little bit helps,” I thought, drawing my legs beneath me on the bench. I probably didn’t have to assume a pose like a monk from a Saturday morning cartoon whenever I tried to increase my Cultivation through meditation, but I figured it couldn’t hurt. 
 
    I closed my eyes—and opened my senses. 
 
    It was good that I had time, because the process felt frustratingly slow. It seemed to take ages to quiet my mind, to let the promise of the threesome I’d likely be having tonight and the anticipation of seeing Anna in a cute new dress fall away from my senses. But slowly, the world sharpened into a deeper clarity. 
 
    I meditated on the smells and sounds around me, trying to understand them at the most elemental level. A half-dead tree stood in the square, a few feet away from my bench, and a strong wind blew a leaf onto my arm as I sat there thinking. I felt the leaf, and then I felt it, absorbing the tiny traces of life remaining inside of it as my knowledge increased. 
 
      
 
    Comprehension of Wood Increased! 
 
      
 
    Initiating Memorize Stage (Level 1: Blossom) 
 
    Memorize Stage reached 11% (Level 1: Blossom) 
 
      
 
    I opened my eyes to the words floating over the fountain and smiled. Rising from the bench, I stood on my tiptoes so I could reach the branch of the wizened old tree whose shade I’d been sitting under. I sought out one particular spot: the place where the wind had shaken that dead leaf free, sending it against my skin. 
 
    The tree had given me a gift, though it couldn’t possibly have understood that. So I decided to give it a gift back. 
 
    I didn’t fully understand what I was doing. A great deal of my power appeared to move on instinct; at a level more primal than conscious thought. All I know is that as my fingers touched one of the tree’s spindly, finger-thin branches, I knew this was where that leaf had come from. 
 
    Mana flowed from my fingers across the surface of the branch. A tiny sprout emerged from the side of the wood, forming a single leaf. It was so green that it contrasted sharply with the rest of the graying tree. 
 
      
 
    Eric Casts Blossom! 
 
      
 
    “Take a penny, leave a penny,” I whispered, shaking my head. “You’re paid back, tree. Now let’s see if I can do a bit more.” 
 
    With the knowledge still fresh in my mind, I bent to the soil surrounding the tree. As my fingers sank gently into it, the packed earth spoke to me, telling me of all the possibilities inherent in that teeming bed of life. The tree, aged and starving as it was, required most of the soil’s nutrients—yet there was room for more. I could see where more would grow. 
 
    Forming a tiny divot in the soil with two fingers, I cast Blossom a second time. This time, as the Mana surged in the dirt, a beautiful sunflower rose from the spot I’d marked. It craned its neck into the sun’s rays, like a baby animal taking its first steps into the world. 
 
    When I looked up, I found an older woman staring at the flower and the tree. She gave me a nod, smiling as if she understood me perfectly, and went along her way, humming a tune I didn’t recognize. 
 
    “Would you look at that,” I murmured, standing up and brushing the dirt off my knees. “I’m becoming a regular green thumb. I should show Anna this.” 
 
    Where was Anna, anyway? I’d spent quite a while meditating on that bench before I felt my Comprehension of Wood increase. I knew the girl liked to try on fancy things, was probably trying to decide between a dozen different outfits, but surely she should be on her way back by now? 
 
    I didn’t want to spoil Anna’s ‘surprise’, but I needed to make sure she was alright. I made my way back from the fountain square to the dressmaker’s tent, stopping along the way to buy one of the same sweet buns I’d seen that crowd of youths eating earlier. It was just as delicious as it looked. 
 
    From a distance, I could see Anna inside the tent. She stood before a mirror with her back to me, holding up a mass of silky purple fabric before her chest. She turned and said a few words to the shopkeeper, then both of them laughed. The woman running the stall didn’t look much older than the barmaids at the Hungry Herb, so I figured I had a pretty good idea of what they were talking about. 
 
    No wonder she’s taking so long, I thought, shaking my head as I made my way back to the square. She’s talking about me, probably. At least she’s made a new friend. 
 
    It was good that Anna fit in so well in this new world. But the capacity of women to gossip about each other with the men in their lives never ceased to astound me. I’d expected people to talk about Cultivation, maybe—or the philosophy that went with living in a world where enormously powerful masters like Eliezer controlled the nature of reality. 
 
    Instead, most people thought about the basics: food, sex, and gossip. Not so different from Earth, I thought, chuckling to myself as I sat back down on the bench. Only cleaner—and with more girls who like sharing. A win-win as far as I’m concerned! 
 
    Anna really was taking a long time in that dress maker’s shop. We had a whole town to explore: if she spent all day getting herself a cute outfit, she’d be taking it right back to the Hungry Herb for our date and missing out on the rest of the town. Maybe I could use the extra time to practice Cultivation some more? 
 
    I got off the bench and walked a circuit around the garden, admiring the fine plants on display. With my new senses I knew things about them the old Eric could never have guessed, but still I wanted to know more. I needed to be more powerful—Anna and Hazel depended on it. Not to mention Lyra. 
 
    There was one ability I’d used in combat I hadn’t experimented with yet. I’d summoned a Mana Shield during my fight with the Marsh Croc, but it had quickly shattered beneath the force of the monster’s Gust attack. If I could improve it, I might be able to block even more powerful spells. 
 
    Last time, I’d cast it by instinct. Now I concentrated on my fingers, picturing the complex strands of Mana I’d seen covering the shield as it snapped into life. There was a strange sensation of resistance in my mind—the mental equivalent of trying to run through Jello—then something snapped in my skull. 
 
      
 
    Eric Casts Mana Shield! 
 
      
 
    The Mana Shield emerged fully formed, floating in the air just in front of my face. 
 
    I quickly learned I could move it wherever I wanted. Not only was it portable, its strangely strong surface was as flexible as a rubber glove. I ended up splitting the Shield in two and covering my fists with it, forming protective bubbles that almost resembled brass knuckles. 
 
    This looks good, I thought, watching the crackling balls of energy. I bet I could block a spell pretty well with these. How can I possibly test that, though? 
 
    No one seemed disturbed at all by my hands as I made my way through the garden, picking my way back to the bench and the half-dead tree I’d originally sat beside. Apparently, the doings of Cultivators were something expected and mostly ignored by the populace. People showed interest in my shielded fists as I passed them, but no real alarm. 
 
    I thought of all the eccentric old wizards I’d seen in movies and TV shows when I was growing up, and how the people in those fantasy worlds respected such men but gave them a wide berth. I guess I’m the wizard now, I thought with a grin. 
 
    The fountain had cleared out by the time I arrived. The sun had reached the apex of the sky, the shadows of the trees and benches shrinking to their smallest size as high noon approached. The air was sweet and hot, filled with the scent of a thousand growing things. 
 
    I saw the tiny sunflower growing next to the tree. I’d made a hole for it with my fingers, then poured Mana into that hole in order to cast Blossom. Who’s to say that I couldn’t do more with a larger hole? Suddenly I got an idea. 
 
    Beyond the fountain with its leaping fish, the far side of the garden square lay completely deserted. No one remarked on anything strange as I found a small hill of dirt where no plants had yet flowered, kneeling over the soil with both of my hands balled into fists. 
 
    Let’s see how this works, I thought, tensing. One, two, three! 
 
    I punched the soil beneath me. And watched in wonder as the Mana Shield cut through the ground like it wasn’t even there. 
 
    When I pulled my hand back, a fist-sized hole was left in the soil. I’d barely even felt it hit the Shield—it took no more effort than punching the surface of a pool, shoving my hand in the water. Yet I’d displaced the earth more efficiently than any shovel. 
 
    I gave the ground another experimental punch, using the other hand. This time, I shoved deeper, until my elbow touched the ground. You could have buried a brand-new tree in the hole I’d just created—it was huge! 
 
    “Holy shit,” I whispered, looking at the Shield over my hands. The dirt refused to cling to the shimmering strands of Mana—they fell off as if they’d been repelled by a magnet. No cleanup necessary, it seemed. I wondered if it would do the same to bone and blood. 
 
    Yes, I was already thinking of the Mana Shield in terms of a weapon. How could I not? This was far, far better than brass knuckles—this was like being the Million Dollar Man. All the Shields needed were a couple of rockets. 
 
    Thinking fast, I tried to cover my entire body in the Shield. The material had some ability to stretch, yet not nearly enough. Tiny plates of the stuff clung to my arms and chest—enough to stop an arrow if it hit me in the right place, but with nowhere near enough coverage to keep me safe in a serious fight. 
 
    Maybe I can make it larger as I level up, I mused. If I could end up covering my whole body in the stuff, it could be extremely powerful. Like a set of plate armor, only light as a feather but stronger than steel. Mana Armor? 
 
    Just then, I heard someone cough behind me. Fearing a guard had decided I’d broken the rules by tearing up the dirt in the town garden, I pulled the plates of Shield together in front of my chest as I turned around.  
 
    It was no guard. 
 
    Anna stood before me—looking more beautiful than I’d ever seen her. 
 
    A wispy blue gown clung to her ample curves, tied together with intricate strands of crimson sash. It showed off a daring expanse of her tanned cleavage, leaving her even more exposed than one of the Hungry Herb’s barmaids. The hem of it barely reached to mid-thigh, like a sundress only way, way more elegant. Anna had always been a knockout, but this outfit elevated her to the status of a vision. I felt my heart skip a beat as I devoured her lustrous curves. 
 
    “Oh, you like it,” Anna said, beaming. “I thought you would.” 
 
    “You look… incredible,” I said, meaning it. The Mana Shield hanging before me dissolved into nothing, completely forgotten. 
 
    “I’m really sorry I took so long,” Anna explained. “There were just so many awesome dresses to choose from—believe me, I wanted to bring all of them home with me, but Lyra would have had a conniption.” 
 
    “You definitely picked the best one,” I said, trying not to stare too obviously at my cleavage. “I’ll feel like the luckiest guy in the world with you on my arm.” 
 
    Anna tossed her arms around me, practically jumping into my arms. “Thanks for letting me get it,” she said, nuzzling my neck. “The lady working at the dress shop was really nice, but some of the people in there looked a little scared to see me. You think it’s the horns?” 
 
    I glanced at them. The slender protrusions poked from either side of Anna’s forehead, slightly curved in the middle. They matched her pointed ears and slightly demonic appearance perfectly. 
 
    “They’re nice horns,” I said, giving her a pat on the ass. “Nice girl, too.” 
 
    Anna grinned. “It’s so strange,” she murmured, looking down at herself in her finery. “I feel like such a badass, but I look like a princess out of a fairy tale. I really, really like this dress, Eric.” 
 
    “It looks great on you,” I agreed. “When the barmaids back at the Hungry Herb see you in that getup, they’re all going to cream their panties.” 
 
    “I’m more worried about what Lyra will think,” Anna said with a sly grin. “Besides, the girls at the Hungry Herb don’t wear panties.” 
 
    Before I could tell her what I thought of that, she noticed the faint traces of Mana around me. “What were you doing while I was gone?” Anna asked. “More Cultivating?” 
 
    “Something like that,” I said.  
 
    Briefly, I gave her a rundown on my discovery with the Mana Shield. I led her over to the fountain, where the tree stood in the early afternoon light, and showed her the brand-new leaf I’d conjured with my Blossom. Then, the tiny sunflower growing in the earth within its shade. 
 
    Anna regarded both with something akin to awe. “That’s so amazing,” she murmured, cupping the tiny plant with her hands. “You created life, Eric! That’s the kind of power I would’ve thought only belonged to people like Eliezer!” 
 
    “Um, not life, exactly,” I said, tugging my collar. “I think I’m just helping things that are already there grow, if that makes any sense…” 
 
    With a smile, Anna plucked the flower and put it into the sash cinching her robe around her waist. “It’s beautiful,” she purred, smiling at me. “It matches perfectly, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Definitely,” I agreed. “So we’ve gone dress shopping, for starters. Where do you want to go next?” 
 
    I expected her to tell me she wanted food, or maybe to peruse the local apothecary. See if there was a bookstore somewhere in town: and if there was, whether they stored any titles she could read. 
 
    Instead, a guilty flush rose over my girlfriend’s cheeks. “Actually, I had a request,” she said, her pupils dilating. “It’s… a little weird.” 
 
    Oh, here we go, I thought, crossing my arms over my chest. “Damn, Anna. You hit it off even better with that dress shop girl than I expected?” 
 
    It took her a moment to understand what I meant. “Oh!” she said, her face filling with surprise. “No, I meant it, Eric. I don’t want to fool around with anyone until tonight when we have our date with Lyra. Not that the girl at the dress shop wouldn’t have gladly stepped into the fitting room with me—I think she was angling for a little of that while she was helping me try this dress on, to tell you the truth…” 
 
    If I kept hearing about that, the two of us would be back at that shop before you could say torrid threesome.  
 
    “So what’s the request?” I asked, holding up a hand to stop her. 
 
    An awkward look flickered across Anna’s face. “It’s been a while since I’ve been a weapon for you,” she confessed, her eyes remaining fixed on the ground. “Actually, it feels like sooo long! There’s something about it that feels so good, Eric. It’s like I need it every now and then—that sharpness, that clarity, that unbridled violence…” 
 
    I looked around the garden square. No enemies, only plants. 
 
    “Nothing to fight in here, babe,” I said with a chuckle. “Sorry.” 
 
    She bit her lip so hard I was a little surprised it didn’t bleed. “Would you transform me again? Just for a few minutes! I feel like if you just swing me around a few times—not even use me against a monster—I’ll feel a whole lot better.” She batted her eyelashes at me cutely. “Please?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Sure.”  
 
    After all, the people in the square hadn’t flinched at my gauntlets of Mana. I probably wouldn’t get the guards called on me if I turned Anna into my scythe. And if it made her feel better… 
 
    A few moments later, the psychedelic wash of colors rose over Anna, and she was in my hand. Her voice echoed in my mind, distorted the way it always got when she was in her weapon form. 
 
    “Yes!” she growled, her grin stretching across the inside of my skull. “Ah, that feels so good! I want to destroy something, Eric!” 
 
    “Hey now,” I said, speaking out loud. Someone might have looked strangely at me, talking to myself, but calming Anna down took precedence. “I just promised to swing you around a bit, Anna. We’re not killing anyone today…” 
 
    “Aww, come on!” I could feel the bloodlust pouring from Anna as she sat inert in my fingers. A girl—a weapon—like her was practically useless just sitting around. She needed to sing. “I’m so fucking turned on right now, Eric! You’re going to give me major blue balls if you don’t let me cause at least a little carnage!” 
 
    “You can’t get blue balls,” I shot back. “You’re a girl. Actually, you’re a scythe! How the fuck can a weapon be horny, anyway?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Anna thought inside my head. “I just know that I am!” She paused while she considered her options. “If you can’t kill something, can you at least show me some of the stuff you were practicing without me? Maybe a little Mana will take the edge off…” 
 
    I grinned. “Can do,” I said, carrying her across the garden. “Making things grow isn’t quite the same thing as killing them, but maybe it’ll get you off all the same.” 
 
    In truth, I’d been a little disturbed ever since Anna plucked that plant I’d created from underneath the tree. It hadn’t been much, but I’d created it. I didn’t like the thought of it springing to life from my touch only to be ripped out of the ground a few moments later—even if it did look so nice in my girlfriend’s robes. Just like with the dead leaf I’d replaced on the tree, I felt a strong desire to put back what had been taken. 
 
    Holding the scythe in a two-handed stance, I closed my eyes and concentrated. Mana poured into me from the surrounding life, filling me as I reached for Blossom—and then, to my great surprise, wrapping around the scythe in my hands. 
 
    Somehow, I channeled energy through the scythe. Mana flowed through it, causing the weapon to glow in my arms. Anna’s weapon form ignited like the noonday sun as energy roared across the square, bathing the dying tree before me in the light of pure life. 
 
    Anna roared inside my head. “Oh yes!” she panted, sounding more turned on than she’d been when we both lost control inside of Hazel’s cabin. “Ungh, fuck, that’s so good. Oh God, yes yes yes don’t fucking stop oh my gawwwwd…!” 
 
      
 
    Eric Casts Blossom! 
 
      
 
    As Anna’s cries reached their climax, light exploded from the scythe. It blinded me, tearing away my vision as I held onto the weapon for dear life. The tree shimmered before me as I tried to see it, its branches twisting and writhing as if we’d conjured a hurricane in its midst. 
 
    Oh fuck, I killed it, I thought, wincing. Whatever I did with Anna, it made my Mana so much stronger. Too strong! 
 
    I had made it stronger. But as my vision cleared, I realized I hadn’t killed the tree. 
 
    Quite the opposite. 
 
    Verdant green leaves sprung from every branch. The tree’s dark gray bark deepened to the rich brown hues of oak, its roots full and hearty in the ground below. Flowers bloomed between the fingers of the branches, way more than an ordinary tree would be able to sustain as the power crested. The earth rumbled beneath my feet as the roots grew too large to contain, the pavement cracking all around the tree. 
 
    When it finally stopped, the square was totally transformed. 
 
    Rather than a dead tree, this one brimmed with life. It stood tall and strong, the ravages of age reversed in an instant. And the sunflowers—so many sunflowers! They crowded around the trunk like eager children, jostling for space in the new dirt opened by the roots breaking through the pavement. 
 
    A crowd gathered around, staring in shock at what I’d done. I looked up and found myself staring into the eyes of the old woman I’d seen earlier: the one who’d nodded at my Cultivation. 
 
    Now, she clapped. A moment later, the round of applause spread through the square, and there were cheers. 
 
    Anna shimmered next to me, returning to her human form. Her long hair lay matted to her face with sweat, her cheeks as red and ruddy as apples. She looked like she’d been ridden hard and put away wet—but the smile on her face was so delicious I couldn’t really be mad. 
 
    “Holy hell,” my girlfriend panted, slumping against me with satisfaction. “That was even better than cutting up monsters, babe. No one’s ever made me cum like that before.” 
 
    “We did it together,” I said proudly, wrapping a hand around her waist. This was what it felt like to be a Cultivator. The adoration of the people—the power that increased a hundredfold when you channeled it through a woman who was also a weapon. 
 
    This is what it truly meant to be a champion of the people. To help them. 
 
    It felt fucking awesome. I wanted more of it, immediately. 
 
    As the crowd began to slowly disperse, a wiry-looking man pushed his way forward. Unlike most of the townsfolk, he barely spared a moment’s attention on the new, beautiful tree that dominated the square. He gave Anna a desultory glance, snorting at her obvious lassitude, then fixed his eyes on me. “You two are Cultivators?” 
 
    His manner felt more than a little rude—but, riding the high of joining my powers with Anna’s and making the tree bloom, I felt more than willing to overlook such a slight.  
 
    “Yes, we are,” I said, giving Anna a smile. “Is there something you need?” 
 
    “Got a job for you,” he said, glancing furtively around the square. His jaws moved even when he wasn’t speaking. After a few moments, I realized he chewed some kind of leaf, moving it constantly between his gums. “A good deed for good people. Lots of money in it, too.” 
 
    I guided Anna to the nearest bench and let her sit down. She’d been tired out in more ways than one by joining our Mana through the scythe. “Have a seat,” I said, sitting down and gesturing to the bench a few feet away. “Tell me about this opportunity.” 
 
    The man looked a little surprised that I entertained his proposition. “Would have gone to the Guild,” he muttered, as if he were trying to talk me out of this. “But they’d have just laughed in my face. Simple man like me, they don’t even see me as human.” 
 
    “That’s going to be changing around here soon,” I assured him. “Anna and I care about the people. What’s your problem?” 
 
    His eyes widened for a moment. He clearly didn’t believe me. “‘Tis a simple task,” he explained, chewing between each syllable. “I have an animal—rabid, you understand—who needs to be put out of its misery. Once it’s been done, I need its Beast Core.” 
 
    “A rabid animal?” I knew plenty about rabies. One of my classmates in middle school had been bitten by a rabid dog—he’d talked for weeks about the huge needle they’d had to stick in his stomach in order to keep him from getting sick. Something told me they had no such devices here. “It’s locked up tight, I hope.” 
 
    “Aye, aye,” the man said, dismissing my concerns with a wave of the hand. “She’s locked up in my barn. Poor creature! I would take care of the thing myself, but I’m afraid she’s truly lost her mind—doesn’t even recognize her owner anymore. I can’t risk being bit: I’ve got a wife and children to provide for. You have a woman of your own, I see—I think you understand.” 
 
    I did. And I was thinking about those Shields I could conjure on my hands. They’d definitely stop an animal’s bite. 
 
    At the time, the possibility that the creature the man spoke of was anything other than a household pet hadn’t occurred to me. 
 
    “I think we can help you out with that,” I said, confirming with a glance at Anna. My girlfriend didn’t look happy at all at the idea of killing an animal, but it was suffering, after all. Even a small act of kindness would increase our standing among these people, and help us out when it came time to open up competition against the Hollow Frog Guild. 
 
    The man nodded eagerly. “Wonderful,” he said, still chewing on that bundle of leaves in his mouth. Would he ever swallow it, or was it this world’s equivalent to a big ball of Bazooka Joe? Maybe he stuck it behind his bedpost at night and picked up where he left off the next morning. “Come with me—” 
 
    “Not right now,” I said, taking a quick step backward. “We have an appointment tonight. We can handle it for you first thing tomorrow.” 
 
    The man scratched his head, a confused look in his eyes. “Tomorrow? There’s plenty of daytime left.” 
 
    There was—yet I was keenly aware of Anna’s statement earlier regarding the barmaids. She didn’t want me to tire myself out completely before our date with Lyra. Even if this job turned out to be merely putting a rabid dog out of its misery, killing a helpless beast would put a damper on our mood going into the date—and drain our powers, besides. 
 
    Much better to handle it tomorrow, after we discovered whether or not we could turn Lyra into a Cultivator. 
 
    “I understand,” I told the man. “But this appointment of ours… we need to be sharp for it. Cultivator’s business, you understand.” 
 
    A deep frown scored the man’s greasy face. I swore I could hear him grinding his teeth around that ball of leaves in his mouth. 
 
    “Aye, I’ll not question a Cultivator,” he said, spitting to the side. “But every moment that animal remains running around rabid is one I’m not able to use that barn to work, and support my family. The sooner it gets put out of its misery, the better.” 
 
    Anna and I nodded our assent, then agreed to meet the man shortly after sunrise back at the market square. I offered to show up at his home, tackle the problem more directly, but he seemed hesitant to give me his address. “It’s hard to find,” he assured us both, giving the wide thoroughfare a hard look. “You’re new to town, I can tell that. I’ll escort you there—that way there won’t be any trouble.” 
 
    Maybe he thinks we’re going to bail on him, I thought as he stalked off down the lane. I guess I can’t blame him for that. If my only experience of Cultivators were the Hollow Frog Guild, I’d probably expect them to rip me off, too… 
 
    “Shit,” Anna whispered. “Look at the sun.” 
 
    It dipped low over the horizon, just touching the farthest point that could be seen from the town. In the square, barkers began closing up their stalls for the day, hawking a few last-minute baked goods that wouldn’t keep until tomorrow. Between my excursion with the barrels this morning and practicing Cultivation while Anna went dress shopping, we’d burned most of the afternoon. 
 
    “I wanted to check out more of the town,” I said with a shrug. “But I guess there’s always tomorrow.” 
 
    Anna looked chagrined but nodded. “I’m sorry I took so long shopping,” she said, putting her hand in mine as we left the square. “I know you wanted to look at some of those cool weapons they had for sale. Maybe talk to the blacksmith about a custom job…” 
 
    She trailed off, seeing the look on my face. I only just barely held back laughter. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” Anna asked. 
 
    “What would I possibly need a weapon for?” I asked, my hand leaving hers. She glanced down with surprise at the lack of contact, only to moan as that hand gave her ass a spank. “I’ve got the most badass scythe a guy could possibly ask for. She’s got a hell of a dirty mind, too.” 
 
    Anna grinned wickedly. “You have no idea how naughty,” she purred, pressing her body against mine. “Let’s get back to the Hungry Herb. I can’t wait for our date with Lyra.” 
 
    Neither could I. But as we made our way back to the tavern, what I hadn’t realized was that I’d just told Anna a lie. She was the most badass scythe a man could ask for. But she was nowhere near the last weapon I’d be wielding in my quest to increase my Cultivation. 
 
    Before the night was over, I’d have a second one. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time we made it back to the Hungry Herb Tavern, the place was absolutely packed with hungry townsfolk. It felt as if every person we’d seen on the streets surrounding the market square had swarmed Lyra’s inn, spilling out into the overflow tables outside. Barmaids made their way to and fro, looking more harried than usual as they served heaping trays piled high with food and drink. The smell of hot food mingled with the sounds of conversation, the latter getting more and more rowdy as the patrons consumed more of Lyra’s famous beer. 
 
    As we stood in the main hall, surveying the crowded tables, Kij saw us and made her way over. “Sorry for all the hubbub,” she said, wiping her hands clean on a rag. “It’s a holiday weekend—every laborer in the town has a little extra coin in their pocket and a desire to relax over the next few days. Makes sense they’d come here…” 
 
    “Never apologize for success,” I told Kij, trying my best to count the number of heads just in the main room. The place was at standing room only: had this been Earth, it almost certainly would have been in violation of some kind of fire code. “Lyra should be proud of her popularity. And if the food I’ve eaten here so far is the norm, she’s most definitely earned it.” 
 
    Kij blushed from the compliments. “Speaking of Lyra,” she said, dropping her voice as she stepped closer, “she asked me to send you up to your suite as soon as you arrived. She’s up there waiting for you.” 
 
    I stared at Kij for a moment, my jaw hanging slightly open. “Already? The place is so crowded…” 
 
    A little smirk rose on the servant’s face, and suddenly I realized every barmaid in the Hungry Herb knew exactly what the three of us were up to. 
 
    “She likes when it’s crowded,” Kij explained. “All the noise downstairs will mask anything going on with the, ah… guests upstairs.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Anna asked, her lips pursed in a pout. 
 
    Kij nodded. “Lyra gave me the full run of the house tonight, so any problems will come to me instead of her. I won’t disturb you, unless there’s a serious emergency. But it would take the building being on fire to get me knocking on your door tonight.” She gave both of us a cute little look. “I won’t disturb you, trust me.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, happy to have any awkwardness about the situation filed away in advance. “Can we grab a couple drinks to take upstairs?” 
 
    “It’s all been taken care of,” Kij assured me. For a moment, she was all smiles—then a cloud passed over her features. “Do you really think it’ll work?” 
 
    I didn’t need to ask to know what it was. Although I was more than a little surprised Lyra had confided in her right-hand girl her hopes of becoming a Cultivator. Had I known more about Lyra at the time, and the way she treated her employees like the daughters she’d never had, I wouldn’t have been as shocked. 
 
    “I hope so,” I said, glancing up at the stairs. They wrapped around the entire common area, leading up to the suite where Lyra waited for us. “She’s an awesome lady, Lyra. She’s helped us a lot. If we can help her, too—help her get something she’s wanted her entire life—then Anna and I will be totally into it.” 
 
    “We’ll be into it regardless,” Anna confirmed, giving Kij a little girl-girl fistbump. “But it’ll definitely be sweeter if we’re helping your boss out at the same time.” 
 
    We made our way up the stairs and to the suite. As we approached, the faint sound of humming reached my ears from the other side of the door. To our surprise, Lyra had locked it. 
 
    “Come in,” the Mistress of the Hungry Herb Tavern said a moment later, unlatching the lock. 
 
    Anna and I stepped into a romantic den. Lyra had closed the curtains tightly, blocking out the wan light of the sunset outside, and put candles all over the suite. They cast dim but enticing illumination across every surface, flickering in the darkness.  
 
    The woman herself sat at the foot of our bed, her curvy body hugged tightly by a jade bathrobe. She looked like she’d come here straight from the baths. Her hair remained faintly wet, tied into a fashionable up-do above her head and held together with chopsticks. Her long, pale legs stuck out from underneath, tucked under each other as she looked Anna and me up and down. 
 
    “There’s food and drink,” she whispered, the words catching as her eyes focused on Anna. “My goodness, you look ravishing. That dress… mmph…” 
 
    “Thanks,” Anna said, doing a little twirl. “You paid for it, so I thought you should get to be the first person to tear it off me.” 
 
    Such a frank mention of sexual activity made Lyra’s normally in-control air fumble. In truth, I’d kind of expected it. The mistress of the Hungry Herb Tavern was a champion flirt, as everyone who worked in a bar was, and I was sure she’d had no end of fun with her patrons in the past. But this was something far more serious we were discussing. If everything went right, this threesome would transform Lyra into a Cultivator, granting her powers similar to Anna’s and mine. 
 
    A tray of smoked meats lay near the door, along with a pitcher of Lyra’s frothy, dark beer. I poured myself a glass and downed the whole thing in a single gulp, gasping with pleasure as the alcohol warmed me. 
 
    “I’m sure you’ve gotten a head start on us,” I said, crossing the room to Lyra. 
 
    Her eyes went wide, like a deer caught in headlights. “I’m a little nervous,” the older woman admitted, rocking back on her heart-shaped ass. “Needed a little liquid courage to get myself ready for you two…” 
 
    Lyra let out a lusty moan as my hand came down on the back of her neck. I tilted her face up to meet mine, looking down at her in a way the old, Earthbound Eric would never have had the balls to do. I made it perfectly clear how badly I wanted her—and how satisfied I planned to leave her tonight. 
 
    “You don’t need to worry about a thing,” I growled, pushing her chin up to meet my lips. “Just relax, Lyra. Enjoy this. Because I certainly will…” 
 
    Our lips met, and sparks flew between us. Lyra’s lips parted beneath mine, accepting my tongue into her wet, eager mouth. Her back arched like a bow as she rose from the bed, pressing her face against mine and wrapping her fingers in my hair. I’d been kissed plenty of times before, but rarely had I ever been able to feel the raw, desperate need in a kiss like the one Lyra gave me to kickstart that night. 
 
    “I’m sure you will,” Lyra gasped, breaking the kiss. “I brought something else with me tonight, Eric. Besides the snacks and the booze, that is.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” I glanced over my shoulder, searching Anna’s eyes as she sipped at her own drink. If she and Lyra had planned something special together, my girlfriend had managed to hide it from me up until now. “What’s that, Lyra? You’ve got on something special under that robe?” 
 
    The mistress of the Hungry Herb Tavern let out a very un-bosslike giggle. “I’m not wearing anything under this robe, young man. Would you like to see?” 
 
    At my nod, Lyra leaned back and untied the sash holding her bathrobe closed. It slid open, exposing a body that was soft and fine and still dotted with droplets of water from her bath. She’d readied herself well for this date: her pussy was freshly shaved, with only a narrow band of dark hair standing above her clit like the line of an exclamation point. She spread her legs, showing off her soft pink folds. They glistened with juice. 
 
    “Why, Lyra,” I said, feigning offense. “You’re not a natural redhead!” 
 
    A knowing chuckle spilled from her lips. “The men and women in my family tend to go gray early,” she said, running a hand between her thighs. “I decided I never wanted a single strand of that to show in my hair. Believe me, the last thing you want the sort of people who frequent a bar like this to say about the owner is that she’s old.” Her gaze sharpened as she looked up at me. “Is that a problem?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I was just wondering what the surprise was,” I said, tugging at my belt. “I’ve seen more than enough to excite me, but if there’s even more…” 
 
    Lyra snickered and reached into the top drawer of the dresser next to the bed. Tucked inside was a small golden ball, faintly pitted with indentations on one side. She placed it on the table top and closed the drawer, looking at the tiny jewel with a mixture of hope and fear. 
 
    It was a Beast Core. But unlike any I’d seen before. 
 
    The Cores I’d taken from the Nippers were tiny and brown, like the pits inside of an avocado. This one was nearly twice the size of those, and it was gold. Half the surface of the Core featured a spider web of dark cracks, and through them a pale white glow lit up the dresser. 
 
    “That’s different,” I said. It was tough to keep my eyes on the Core, and not the gorgeous naked woman in front of me. “What kind of monster did this come from?” 
 
    “I’m really not sure,” Lyra confessed, shaking her head. 
 
    Anna leaned over next to me, dividing her attention between Lyra’s glorious nudity and the strange Core. She put her fingers over one of the cracks in the surface, shutting out the light for a moment, then whistled. “This must have cost you a pretty penny in the market,” she said, cocking an eyebrow. 
 
    “It’s been in my family for generations.” Lyra nibbled her bottom lip, her nerves getting the better of her. “It’s an heirloom. My great-great-great grandparents might have been able to tell you what kind of creature it’s from, but I have no idea. If you two really do manage to bring out some power in me tonight, I should be able to make use of that. It’ll prove that I’m really… really…” 
 
    “A Cultivator,” I finished for her, locking eyes with Anna. My girlfriend gave me a little nod, letting me know she was more than ready to go. “Tonight, that’s exactly what you’re going to be, Lyra. Are you ready for the rest of your life?” 
 
    Before she could answer, I kissed her again. This time it was longer and deeper, with both of our tongues involved. Lyra shrugged out of her open robe, tossing it across the floor as she moaned against my mouth. Her fingers raked my chest, pulling off my shirt as her nipples hardened against me. 
 
    I put my fingers on her chin and pushed, breaking the kiss. Lyra’s eyes went wide with confusion—until I guided her face to Anna’s. The two women made out hot and heavy in front of me as I took off the rest of my clothes. Anna and Lyra kept sneaking peeks, devouring my muscled frame and thick cock as I removed my garments. I wouldn’t need them for the rest of the night. 
 
    “My turn,” Anna panted, crawling across the bed on her hands and knees. “I want you to pull this beautiful dress you bought me off my body, Lyra. With your teeth.” 
 
    Lyra gasped, then bent to her task. Her hot, hungry mouth went everywhere on Anna’s body, tugging and licking until the straps holding her dress against her back and shoulders were untied. Then, biting down on the hem, Lyra tugged until the silky fabric swished down Anna’s topless body. All the while, Mana flowed through the room, deepening my girlfriend’s transformation. Her horns lengthened, her ears sharpening like knife points, and her piercing blue eyes had gone an almost demonic red. 
 
    Neither Lyra nor I cared. Anna was even hotter this way. 
 
    As soon as my girlfriend was naked, Lyra thrust her face between her thighs. Anna landed on her butt on the bed, one leg splayed across the mattress and the other on Lyra’s back, coaxing her deeper into her meal. The sight of Anna offering Lyra her pussy made my cock throb and drip with pre-cum. Both of these women were mine tonight. 
 
    “Oh, fuuuuck!” Anna groaned, lifting her arms above her head and stretching. Her ass left the bed entirely, her pussy grinding against Lyra’s face as her naughty tongue dove deep into her slit. “Holy shit you’re so good at that, Lyra! Ungh, gawwwd I could ride your face all night long!” 
 
    I couldn’t hold back any longer. I needed to get in on the fun. 
 
    Climbing onto the bed, I made my way over to Anna on my knees. Gripping a fistful of her hair, I guided my cock between her eager lips. Her curved horns pushed into my abdomen as she swallowed me, her red eyes rolling back in her head as she wrapped her lips around my cock. Her hips pumped upward in the same time as her mouth, fucking Lyra’s sweet face as she gave me a sloppy, deepthroat blowjob. 
 
    Anna’s mouth felt so amazing. The things she did with her naughty little tongue were nearly beyond description. I could have ridden that edge of pleasure right then and there, until I spurted my first load deep down her throat. But tonight wasn’t about that. 
 
    It was about Lyra. 
 
    As if she shared the exact same thought, Anna pulled off my cock with a juicy pop. “I’m close to coming,” she announced, as casually as if she were letting us know her birthday was coming up soon. “I want to watch you fuck Lyra from behind while she gets me off!” 
 
    More than happy to do that, I thought.  
 
    Tendrils of Mana filled the room like a thick, soupy fog, adding to our sensitivity and pleasure. That strange opening sensation, where Anna and I began experiencing each other’s consciousness, hadn’t happened yet, but the pressure in the air told me it wouldn’t be long now. 
 
    This time, I wanted to bring Lyra in on the action. 
 
    I mounted her from behind, one leg on the floor and the other flat on the bed so I could thrust as deep into her as possible. Anna’s tongue left me achingly hard, and I needed to bury myself inside something as hard as I could in order to find relief. I spread Lyra’s thick cheeks, exposing her tight pucker and dripping slit. She’d been playing with herself the whole time she ate out Anna’s pussy, and now waves of heat rolled off her slit like an open oven. 
 
    The head of my cock ran over her folds a few times, teasing her madly. Lyra’s hips shot backward, trying to impale herself on me even as she sought to bury her face deeper between Anna’s thighs. My girlfriend’s nails dug into the back of Lyra’s head, refusing to allow her to retreat. This was fun! I wrapped an arm around Lyra’s waist, finding her clit with my fingers and running them over it in tight circles as I teased her opening, oh-so-close to giving her the feeling of fullness she craved. 
 
    Finally, the owner of the Hungry Herb could take no more. There wasn’t even a suggestion of Lyra being in charge of anything as she raised her head just enough from Anna’s folds to speak. “Please, Eric, please fuck me!” she groaned, her voice muffled against my girlfriend’s eager box. “I need that cock so desperately…!” 
 
    Ask, I thought, wrapping my hand around the base of my prick, and you shall receive! 
 
    With one smooth stroke, I buried myself deep in Lyra’s spasming pussy. A ragged cry of bliss tore from the older woman’s throat as her walls stretched around me, the head of my cock hitting her g-spot like a hammer slamming into an anvil. Her pussy felt hotter than a forge as I drove into her, the ridges of her tight channel wrapping around me like a glove. 
 
    As I fucked her from behind, shaking her big ass with every thrust, I locked eyes with Anna. My girlfriend’s eyes glowed in the candlelight, arcane power coursing through her veins as she approached her orgasm. 
 
    “Ahh yeah, I’m definitely feeling it,” Anna panted, her head lolling back on her shoulders. Drool trickled down her chin as she humped Lyra’s face madly, her thighs tightening on either side of the older woman’s head. “Fuck, it’s happening, Eric! It’s fucking happening…!” 
 
    I felt it, too. As Anna tipped over the edge into climax, the room filled with magic. Mana filled the air, tendrils of it flowing through Anna’s nostrils into Lyra’s, wrapping around my legs and pushing through my skin like air escaping a balloon. I felt connected to more than just Lyra’s hot older pussy as I pounded her. The walls between my consciousness and the rest of the world thinned, thoughts and feelings and sensations from the two women in bed with me slipping into my brain. 
 
    This was the power of Dual Cultivation: as Anna shuddered and sobbed, an orgasm tearing through her gorgeous body, both Lyra and I lost control right along with her. I pumped between the sexy older woman’s thighs, the knowledge of exactly what angles to hit to maximize Lyra’s pleasure burning through my mind like a phone number I’d just memorized. 
 
    Lyra screamed with bliss as she slammed herself back on me, adding her voice to the chorus. Anna’s thighs clenched so tightly around Lyra’s head that I was worried she’d pass out at any moment. When she didn’t, my heart skipped a beat. 
 
    It’s just like back in the cabin, I realized, when I threw my hand over Anna’s nose and mouth. She doesn’t need air—she’s fucking Cultivating! 
 
    Anna realized it, too. “I think it’s happening,” she said, watching Lyra with awe as she came down from her peak. She looked more demonic than ever. Her fingers had sharpened into those razor-like claws I knew so well. “There’s one way to know for sure…” 
 
    As the last of her orgasmic pleasure ebbed, Anna raked her nails down Lyra’s back. 
 
    The mistress of the Hungry Herb Tavern roared with mingled pleasure and pain as Anna’s nails tore deep gashes in her back. Blood welled from the tears in her flesh, dripping down to the pale expanse of her lower back. 
 
    Oh shit, I thought, my eyes going wide at the sight. We fucked up. We went too far… 
 
    Yet I couldn’t pull out of her. Something deep and primal spurred me on, forcing me to fuck Lyra harder and harder. The pressure built behind my eyes, becoming almost unbearable— 
 
    Tendrils of Mana poured into Lyra’s wounds, healing them. 
 
    Anna let out a triumphant cry. She rocked back on her hips, throwing her arms in the air as she pulled away and let me have full control of Lyra. 
 
    “She did it!” Anna screamed. “Lyra, you’re doing it! You’re Cultivating! Oh fuck, it really worked!” 
 
    For a moment, everything was perfect. I’d done it—Anna and I had done it. We’d given Lyra the power of Cultivation, made her into someone with the potential to master the elements. We’d fulfilled the deepest dream of her life, all while giving her some of the roughest sex she’d ever experienced. 
 
    Then, suddenly, it all went wrong. 
 
    Lyra’s walls clamped even tighter around me as she thrust herself back onto my cock. It felt fucking amazing, but both Anna and I couldn’t help but notice she wasn’t saying anything. She just kept on grunting, her face buried in the covers. Surely she should have been crying, thanking us, telling us how amazing it felt to be Cultivating? 
 
    “Lyra,” Anna whispered, reaching for Lyra’s shoulders as she trembled beneath my thrusts. “Did you hear me? You’re Cultivating—” 
 
    Lyra’s back arched. She screamed. A high, discordant note tore itself from her throat as the atmosphere in the suite thickened. 
 
    Her eyes had turned all one color, almost like Anna’s. Only where hers were a demonic red, Lyra’s had the same gold shade as her strange Beast Core. 
 
    The Core! 
 
    It glowed like a miniature sun on the dresser. As soon as Lyra became able to Cultivate, it activated—and now, it amplified everything. The tendrils of Mana around us deepened in color, turning a honeyed shade and thickening. 
 
    The wonderful feeling in my chest deepened into shock. “Uh, Anna? Does it feel like something’s going wrong?” 
 
    Anna nodded. “Pull out, Eric! We can finish this once we figure out what the fuck’s happening…” 
 
    I tried, but I couldn’t stop. My hips moved of their own accord, pummeling Lyra’s soft, silky interior with jackhammer force. 
 
    “I can’t!” I yelled, my jaw dropping open. “What the fuck…?” 
 
    It was Lyra who answered. Her voice sounded like it was coming from the bottom of a deep, dark well, fringed with something not fully human. “Too powerful!” she cried, struggling to get words out through the waves of pleasure. “It’s too strong…!” 
 
    The Core was too strong? We’d see about that! 
 
    Anna came around and tried to forcibly tug me away from Lyra, but it was useless. More than that, I’d begun to realize separating from Lyra was no longer an option. It would have only made things worse. 
 
    “Anna,” I said, gripping Lyra’s hips hard enough to bruise. “I need your help!” 
 
    Worry filled her eyes. She looked at me. The fear dropped away as she gave me control, making herself into my second in command. She hadn’t transformed into a scythe, yet she’d just become my weapon, all the same. 
 
    “Tell me what to do,” she said, watching Lyra quiver beneath me as I fucked her harder and harder. 
 
    I thought fast. “We need to burn off the energy,” I cried, the pleasure climbing higher and higher as I fucked Lyra. “Quick, force me to Cultivate! Use your nails!” 
 
    A wicked grin spread across my girlfriend’s face. “With pleasure,” she snarled, straddling me from behind. As I thrust into Lyra, Anna’s nails tore into my back, ripping it to shreds like a cat o’ nine tails. The pain was incredible—yet the pleasure from the white-hot rod between my legs cancelled it out. Some of the golden Mana cascaded over my back, soothing away the injuries. 
 
    “Keep going!” I groaned, spanking Lyra’s ass raw as I fucked her. The more damage we did, the more energy the Core needed to burn off to keep us healed up and fucking. The tidal wave of pure bliss threatened to destroy our minds if we didn’t hold it at bay. 
 
    We’d entered this night with the goal of having a fun threesome. Now Anna, Lyra, and I were literally fucking for our lives. 
 
    “Harder,” I snarled, wrapping a hand around Lyra’s throat. Keeping her from getting air forced more Mana into her body, healing her up as I pumped my hips like a bellows. My balls slapped against her ass as I fucked her harder and harder, way past the point where I would have normally shot my seed with a woman. The pleasure just kept building and building, becoming completely unbearable. It felt like being burned alive with flames made of orgasms. 
 
    “I can’t hold it!” I roared, feeling my control slip. Pleasure sizzled in my brain; I could almost feel my synapses shorting out. Lyra’s Beast Core was going to kill us all. Kij would come in tomorrow morning to find three burnt-out husks, literally dead from pleasure. “Anna, it’s too much!” 
 
    Suddenly, I felt Anna’s hands on me, pushing me down. Lyra switched position like it was second nature, riding me reverse cowgirl as my shoulders hit the mattress. I felt Anna move, and suddenly there was something hot and wet riding my face. 
 
    “Fucking eat my pussy,” Anna cried, her voice ragged beyond belief. “Keep making me cum, Eric! I’ll do as much damage as I can…!” 
 
    From where I lay, my entire world had just become the valley between Anna’s gorgeous thighs. Her round ass lay on my forehead as she straddled my head, lowering her tight little box onto my face. I lapped it up with a vengeance, losing the last vestiges of control I had. 
 
    Were it up to me, we would have all succumbed right then and there. Only Anna kept us going—distributed the energy to three bodies, and not two. With her flawless, trimmed pussy in my face, I couldn’t see what she was doing to Lyra, but I could hear the screams. Pain and pleasure had never sounded so mixed—or so sweet. Those nails of hers must have been working up a storm. 
 
    Dimly, I felt myself explode inside of Lyra. It barely even took the edge off. My cock throbbed inside of her channel, hardening even more as I thrust madly upward. Another hot wave of climax rolled over me, and a geyser of thick seed sprayed into Lyra’s womb. 
 
    I lost myself completely. I have no idea if the sex lasted hours, minutes, or days. I came over and over again, spraying against Lyra’s spasming walls until there was nothing left. The three of us melted into each other, so that I felt Lyra’s tight walls and my hot tongue and Anna’s throbbing, needy clit as our orgasms melted into each other’s. 
 
    It didn’t kill us. But it came damn close. As Cultivators with only an inkling of real training, we should have been consumed completely by a Core as powerful as Lyra’s heirloom. 
 
    Only the strength of our bonds and the lust we felt for each other carried us back from the brink. 
 
    After what felt like ages of pleasure, I finally came back to myself. The sensation of being three people collapsed back into one. To my surprise, I opened my eyes to find not Lyra but Anna riding me, her head so far back on her shoulders she looked almost like she ended at the neck. She was in the middle of toe-curling, sheet-clawing primal orgasm—and one thrust later, so was I. 
 
    This proved to be the last. The wave inside of us had finally crested, and as I shot thick ropes of hot semen directly into Anna’s clenching walls, I felt the release I’d been chasing since the Beast Core began to glow. Anna worked her hips in a tight little circle around me, milking me dry as she came down from her peak. 
 
    “Holy fucking shit,” I gasped, collapsing onto the bed. “That almost killed us.” 
 
    “Worth it,” Anna whimpered. The poor girl looked like she’d just run a fucking marathon. Every inch of her gorgeous body was covered in sweat. Her legs shook uncontrollably, and I was pretty sure we’d be lucky if she could walk tomorrow. But she’d done it—we’d done it. We weathered the storm. 
 
    Had Lyra? 
 
    I looked over and started to laugh. Lyra lay on the other side of the bed, covered from head to toe in thick ropes of hot cum. More of it dripped from between her thighs, leaving a puddle on the comforter beneath her ass. If every guy in the Hungry Herb Tavern had come up here and left their load on the woman who ran the establishment, she wouldn’t have looked this glazed. 
 
    “I must have pulled out of her at some point,” I muttered. I couldn’t remember the details. It had all gotten tangled up in Anna and Lyra’s memories. “I just shot over and over again. Fuck, I had no idea I could make that much…” 
 
    Lyra’s eyes opened. A smile spread across the older woman’s face. She didn’t seem to notice the spunk coating her naked body—and, I realized, the Beast Core was gone. 
 
    “You did it,” Lyra whispered. Her eyes filled with delight. She’d always thought this was impossible. Right up until the moment it happened, she’d always doubted it. I knew that, now that I’d felt her just as I’d felt Anna. 
 
    “We did it,” Anna said, giving the older woman a tired smile. 
 
    “I can feel it! The knowledge… the power… you gave it to me!” Lyra’s voice grew louder and louder, light spilling from her body. “It’s so… it’s so intense!” 
 
      
 
    Black Core (Dual Weapon Cultivation) 
 
    Activating Sacred Skill… 
 
    Dual Cultivation → Weapon Creation 
 
      
 
    Multicolored light filled the room, so intense that Anna and I were blinded. 
 
    When it faded, a spear lay on the bed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
    Anna and I stared at the weapon, each coming down from our peaks. My pulse thrummed like a hummingbird’s, partially from the surprise but also from a deep, primal excitement. 
 
    I hadn’t just made Lyra into a Cultivator. I’d also turned her into a weapon. 
 
    Anna recovered quickly. “Oh wow,” my girlfriend said, crawling over to the other side of the bed. She gently ran a finger down the hilt of the spear, her big doe eyes wide with awe. “Is this what it was like when I turned into the scythe for the first time, babe?” 
 
    I nodded. “What was it like for you? Do you even remember?” 
 
    Anna frowned. “I don’t really have any memory of that first transformation,” she said, shaking her blonde locks back and forth. “It wasn’t until later, when we started Cultivating together, that I started sensing things in weapon form and talking to you. I imagine Lyra feels like she just passed out into a deep, dreamless sleep.” 
 
    I hoped that was all that had happened. I knew this process hadn’t done any harm to Anna—hell, it had made her life better in just about every way—but that didn’t mean it was the same every time. I had no basis for comparison. 
 
    Anna turned her attention away from the spear, looking at me. “What happens now? What did you do with me when you found me this way?” 
 
    “I just picked you up,” I said with a shrug. “Then it was like a Wikipedia article just appeared in my brain.” 
 
    I grabbed the spear that Lyra had just transformed into.  
 
      
 
    Black Core (Dual Weapon Cultivation) 
 
    Activating Sacred Skill… 
 
    Martial Mastery (Snake Spear) successfully activated! 
 
      
 
    Knowledge blossomed in the back of my skull as I looked my new weapon up and down, comprehending it at a level normally reserved for a master weaponsmith. 
 
    The wavy spearhead resembled a slithering snake, ending in a fork like a serpent’s tongue. I knew those edges would bite deep into flesh, carving ugly wounds that even stitches and antiseptic would have trouble healing. Magic would probably be necessary. However, the shape of the points would make thrusts more difficult than with an ordinary spear. I’d have to hook the target as I thrust, twisting the spear to cut through flesh, or hope that the inward-curved edges of the steel fangs could cut into the target. 
 
    “It’s a Snake Spear,” I said, the words settling into my brain like I’d known them all my life. 
 
    Anna grinned. “So all you have to do is touch the weapon, and you know all about it?” 
 
    I gasped. More information trickled in, filling me with knowledge about the techniques I could leverage to do maximum damage with such a weapon. The Snake Spear’s primary use was as a long-range slashing weapon. A bit of a paradox, considering spears were generally pigeonholed as thrusting weapons. The heavy steel butt cap at the end of the hilt served as both a counterweight and a weapon. Should an enemy get too close, stepping into melee range, I could retract the spear, twirl it, and hit them with the cap. 
 
    Unarmored enemies would die by the dozens before such a weapon. But even one heavily armored foe would prove a major problem. If the spearhead were unable to penetrate any openings on the armor, I’d have to switch to another weapon. 
 
    Shit. I was already thinking in terms of switching weapons. As if I could transform women back and forth, swapping between them like items in a video game. And it was true: I could already see the ways in which the spear and the scythe would complement each other in combat, covering each other’s weaknesses. Was I meant to have more than one of these? More than two? 
 
    As I raised my head from the weapon, black writing floated in the air at the foot of the bed: 
 
      
 
    Lyra 
 
    Lyra Successfully Transforms into Cultivator (Early Mana Gateway)! 
 
    Lyra Now Possesses Secondary Form – Snake Spear (Water Aspect)! 
 
    Aqua Lioness Absorbed Using Dual Cultivation! 
 
    Comprehension of Water Increased! 
 
    Initiating Memorize Stage (Level 1: Spout) 
 
    Memorize Stage reached 10% (Level 1: Spout) 
 
      
 
    Anna 
 
    Comprehension of Water Increased! 
 
    Initiating Memorize Stage (Level 1: Spout) 
 
    Memorize Stage reached 10% (Level 1: Spout) 
 
    Comprehension of Wood Increased! 
 
    Initiating Memorize Stage (Level 1: Gust) 
 
    Memorize Stage reached 45% (Level 1: Gust) 
 
      
 
    Eric 
 
    Comprehension of Water Increased! 
 
    Initiating Memorize Stage (Level 1: Spout) 
 
    Memorize Stage reached 20% (Level 1: Spout) 
 
    Comprehension of Wood Increased! 
 
    Initiating Memorize Stage (Level 1: Gust) 
 
    Memorize Stage reached 90% (Level 1: Gust) 
 
    Initiating Memorize Stage (Level 1: Blossom) 
 
    Memorize Stage reached 15% (Level 1: Blossom) 
 
      
 
    “Looks like a lot,” I said, scanning the words with a critical eye. “And we increased our Comprehension of Wood, so those Nipper Cores must have successfully been absorbed this time.” 
 
    Next to me, Anna read through the text, squealing at the lines about Lyra. 
 
    “It’s really official,” my girlfriend purred, putting a hand on my thigh. A tear formed at the corner of her eye. “Lyra is an Early Mana Gateway. She’s a Cultivator, Eric. We made a Cultivator.” 
 
    The knowledge of what we’d done still shook me to my core, no pun intended. But before we could let Lyra in on the good news, we needed to get her out of weapon form and back to being a woman. 
 
    I lifted the Snake Spear. It felt good in my hands, as if I’d already spent thousands of hours practicing with it. Still naked, I took the weapon through a series of experimental thrusts and slashes, practicing against the thin air. Anna gasped as she watched me go, her face filled with shock. 
 
    “You really do learn fast,” Anna purred, sounding turned on despite her tiredness. “Is that what you look like kicking ass with me?” 
 
    “Something like that,” I said, turning back to her with a smug smile. “Except with a scythe, not a spear.” 
 
    Closing my eyes, I concentrated. Picturing Lyra the way she’d been a few minutes ago, a human being instead of a living weapon, I pushed a bit of Mana into the hilt of the Snake Spear. It lifted from my hands shimmering into the air as it settled onto the edge of the bed.  
 
    Again, the room filled with blinding light, and when it cleared, Lyra lay naked in its place. 
 
    Lyra looked around the room like someone starting from a trance. “What… where did I just go?” she asked, running her hands over her naked body. To my surprise, and very slight disappointment, the seed I’d sprayed all over her body during our lovemaking had vanished in the transformation. Maybe it had been pulled inside of her like the Beast Core. If so, I didn’t even want to think of how the energy extraction process worked. 
 
    “You were a spear,” Anna said, shimmying back into her dress. The demonic transformation she’d gone through during sex had faded now, and her horns and ears were back to their cute, almost elfin appearance. “Eric didn’t just make you a cultivator, Lyra—he turned you into a weapon, too.” 
 
    After a night like this, I’d have thought very little had the ability to shock Lyra. But at this revelation, the mistress of the Hungry Herb Tavern collapsed entirely onto the bed, huffing up at the ceiling. 
 
    “A spear,” she said, shaking her head full of long, dyed red hair. “At my age!” 
 
    She wasn’t really upset, was she? “I don’t get to choose the weapon,” I said, frowning. I scanned the room, looking for the pants and shirt I’d tossed away when I mounted Lyra. “You could take it up with Eliezer, I guess, if you’ve got a problem with it…” 
 
    Lyra rose onto her elbows. “I’m joking,” the redhead purred, her eyes alight with mischief. “I’m just so overwhelmed. I’ve heard Dual Cultivation makes it possible to grant people the power of Cultivation, but actually experiencing it… my mind is blown.” 
 
    “That’s not all that got blown,” Anna whispered, deliberately wiping her mouth and licking her lips. 
 
    Lyra didn’t seem to notice. “You’ve got to show me more,” she said, sitting up completely. Her excitement made her seem at least twenty years younger—as if Anna were her older sister, rather than someone young enough to be her daughter. 
 
    “More?” What I’d done with Lyra felt amazing, sure, but I was pretty fucking exhausted. I’d lost track of how many orgasms I’d had inside of Lyra’s tight, perfect body, but it would probably be a while before I could please her again at the level I really wanted. “Maybe you and Anna could fool around a little bit.” 
 
    Lyra laughed. “I’m not talking about sex,” she said, scooting to the edge of the bed. “I’m talking about Cultivation! You’ve got to let me practice this!” 
 
    Oh! I glanced down at my naked body. Then over at Lyra’s. She didn’t even seem to notice her nudity. “Sure, we could do that,” I said. “Maybe we should cover up a bit first, though. Wouldn’t want to shock your patrons…” 
 
    Lyra looked down, seeming to see her naked body for the first time. “Haha,” she purred, running a hand over her sweat-covered breasts. “I seem to remember I was wearing something when you were done with me. Shame it’s all gone…” 
 
    A shame? A surge of lust coursed through me. What would Lyra and Anna have done with all that seed if it hadn’t been magicked away by Lyra’s transformation? The image of the two of them eagerly eating my cum filled my mind, refusing to leave. 
 
    Calm down, Eric, I told myself, shaking my head to clear it. Not everything in this new world is about sex. Just most things. 
 
    I snickered to myself as I got back into my clothes. Lyra smoothly tied her bathrobe closed, digging her chopsticks out from beneath the bed and sticking them haphazardly into her hair. 
 
    “How do I look?” Lyra asked. 
 
    Anna appraised her frankly, giggling. “Like you just got fucked,” she admitted. “Hard.” 
 
    A grin spread across Lyra’s face. “Well, it’s not like the barmaids don’t all know that’s what we were doing tonight,” she said, rising from the bed. “Come on, Eric. There’s a back exit to the garden. You have got to show me what I can do with my Cultivation. I’ve got to use it to know it’s real.” 
 
    Lyra was so excited she left the suite barefoot, padding her way through the Hungry Herb like it was the hallway of her own personal apartment. She led Anna and I down a winding corridor, through a door half-concealed at the end of a hallway. A steep set of stairs led back down to the first floor, depositing us right next to Lyra’s hidden garden. 
 
    “Have you ever ordered something and felt like it got there faster than was possible?” Lyra asked, noting the way I stared at the stairs like I was trying to discern their purpose. “Food, drink?” 
 
    “Can’t say I have,” I said with a shrug. 
 
    Lyra giggled. It was a night for giggling, for the middle-aged woman to behave as girlish as the youngest barmaid getting her bottom pinched for the first time. “All the maids know about them,” she explained. “There’s a few hidden in the Hungry Herb. Lets the girls get around faster. And sometimes, gives them a place to listen in on a few VIPs.” 
 
    My jaw dropped open. “You collect gossip,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest. “To blackmail people with!” 
 
    “Only those who deserve it,” Lyra said, pushing open the garden door. “Why do you think the Hollow Frog Guild leaves me and my establishment alone? I know things about Guildmaster Ji that would make strong men quake in their boots.” 
 
    In contrast to the rest of Lyra’s tavern, the garden remained nice and quiet despite all the guests in the common room. Past the curtain hanging over the entrance, the sounds of revelry grew so muffled one could almost believe we were alone in the town, standing among the flowering plants and the moonlight. 
 
    “Alright,” Lyra said, striding forward ahead of me and Anna. “According to the Death Defying System, I learned something called Spout when you unlocked my Cultivation. I want you to help me give it a whirl.” 
 
    “From what the System said, it’s a water move,” Anna said. “And your weapon has some kind of Water Aspect.” She turned to me. “Eric, did you see anything like that for me?”  
 
    I shook my head. “But that doesn’t mean you don’t have an Aspect. Why don’t you pull up the Death Defying System and see what it says?”  
 
    Anna did so, then she grinned. “There it is,” she said. “My Scythe has a Wood Aspect.”  
 
    I nodded. “Just keep in mind,” I said, my words taking on a warning tone, “that what you’ve learned isn’t likely to be very powerful at first. When I first cast Gust against that Marsh Croc, it wasn’t much more than a strong breeze.” 
 
    Lyra looked as though she’d be satisfied with anything, as long as it formed concrete proof of her ability to Cultivate. She walked across the garden to a large tree near the back of the pack. Several of its branches pushed up against the wall surrounding the town, like someone squeezed into a too-small seat on an airplane. 
 
    Anxiety filled the older woman’s face. “How do I do this?” she asked, a catch entering her voice. “I don’t… I don’t feel anything!” 
 
    “Relax,” Anna said, putting her hands on the woman’s shoulders. “It’s okay…” 
 
    “What if it only happened while the three of us were together?” Lyra’s eyes rolled in their sockets, the suggestion that her power had been temporary filling her with horror. “What if now that we’re all happy and satisfied, I won’t be able to feel it?” 
 
    “That’s not how Cultivation works,” Anna said, shushing Lyra. I was impressed at her ability to sound authoritative, considering how little the two of us actually knew about Cultivation. “Close your eyes and concentrate, Ly. Push outward with your senses. Try and understand the world around you, really feel it. The same way you felt Eric and I while we were all having sex in your suite.” 
 
    It took Lyra a few minutes to understand, but finally she did. My enhanced senses let me feel the Mana flowing into her body as she opened herself to Cultivation, but in truth I didn’t even need them. I could see the way the branches on the tree suddenly shifted, pointing at her as if she were the sun just emerged from behind a cloud. 
 
    Suddenly Lyra clapped her hands. 
 
      
 
    Lyra Casts Spout! 
 
      
 
    A spray of perfectly pure water shot from her fingers, splashing against the trunk of the tree. It could have been my imagination, but I swore the branches wriggled just a bit, like a dog enjoying a bath. 
 
    Lyra opened her eyes. Her pretty face filled with shock at the sight of water dripping to the ground around the tree, soaking into the soil. As Anna and I watched, she sank to her knees. 
 
    “I did it!” she said, sounding like a cultivated matron than a schoolgirl jumping for joy. “I’m a Cultivator! I… I… I really did it!” 
 
    Anna hugged Lyra, and now they really were jumping for joy. For a few minutes, Lyra lost herself in her delight, tears flowing freely down her cheeks. The release from dozens of orgasms was nothing compared to this. 
 
    Lyra had dreamed of this moment her entire life, and now it was finally here. No one could take it away from her. Except maybe Guildmaster Ji, I thought, remembering Hazel. But I’ll never let that happen again. And soon, I’ll get my revenge. 
 
    “You,” Lyra said, cupping my face in her hands, “will always have a home here, Eric. This old girl is yours, the same way it’s mine. You, Anna, whoever you want to bring with you, you’ll always find lodgings and food at the Hungry Herb Tavern. You have given me a great gift, Eric! I… I don’t know how I could possibly repay you!” 
 
    “It sounds like you already have,” I said, letting her bury her face against my chest. Big, hearty sobs erupted from Lyra as she clung tightly to me, but they were happy sobs. “We really appreciate you letting us stay here and feeding us.” 
 
    “Not to mention the dress,” Anna said with a smirk. “And the hot sex.” 
 
    Lyra pulled back, still sobbing. “Buy whatever you want with that IOU,” she told us both. “Your money’s no good to me, you two. You’re family now, you understand? Thank you. Thank you so much.” 
 
    The three of us continued hugging for a long time. Lyra looked like she wanted to retire for the night, her head filled with dreams of becoming a champion Cultivator, but there was one more thing I wanted to try. 
 
    “Before we go to bed, how about we get a little more practice with the spear?” I asked, keeping my voice casual. “You’ve only transformed into it the one time, after all. It might be good for you to know the forms.” 
 
    A strange look flickered over Lyra’s face. “I don’t know,” she said, sounding a little worried. “It was mighty strange last time.” 
 
    Anna gave the older woman a smile, placing a hand on her hip. “It gets easier,” she confided. “And better. As soon as I started remembering everything that happened when I was a weapon, I realized I really, really liked having Eric use me to fuck shit up.” 
 
    Lyra’s eyes widened. “Really? It feels good?” 
 
    A flush rose to Anna’s cheeks. “It actually feels kinda like sex,” she admitted, averting her eyes. “It’s this whole fucked up sex-violence thing—the toggles get all switched around when your arms and legs turn into a scythe blade. I can’t really explain it —you have to feel it for yourself.” 
 
    Lyra still looked wary, but there was a definite hunger in her eyes. “Well, as long as you can change me back like you did the first time, I’m in. I’d much rather get to the point where I can actually remember what happens to me when I’m a spear, instead of everything being a blank.” 
 
    “Yeah?” I asked. I’d already started concentrating, reaching out for the Mana in the growing things around me. “You sure?” 
 
    “Who knows?” Lyra said with a shrug. “I might need that spear form to defend the Hungry Herb someday. Just because I’m a Cultivator now, it doesn’t mean I’m going to give up on making the old girl the best place to grab a drink and forty winks in the Zone.” She squared her shoulders, giving the garden one last look. “Alright. Make it happen!” 
 
    I pushed out with my powers. A wave of psychedelic light washed over Lyra’s body, the colors subtly different from what I saw every time Anna transformed into the scythe. As Lyra’s form began to shimmer, she rose into the air and floated over to me. By the time her transformation was complete, the Snake Spear rested in my palm, ready for action. 
 
    “Lyra?” I thought the word, sending it into the spear with the same mental muscles I flexed when communicating telepathically with Anna’s weapon form. “Any chance you can hear me…?” 
 
    For a long moment, there was nothing. Then a vague rustling noise filled the back of my brain, like someone walking barefoot through dry leaves, or the click of a guard dog’s claws on a cement floor. There was a presence in my mind. It hadn’t reached the point where it was capable of speech yet, but the contours of it remained unmistakable. 
 
    “Hey there,” I whispered, twirling the spear between my hands. “Good to have you with me. Let’s see if you remember this by the time I’m done.” 
 
    I moved around the garden like a dancer, flowing from strike to strike. The Snake Spear felt good in my hands, like it belonged there. The prongs of the forked tongue along the tip whistled with every strike, almost like a teakettle on the verge of boiling. More high-pitched whistles filled the garden as I did a running strike, launching myself off one of Lyra’s chairs to strike through the throat of an imaginary enemy. 
 
    “Wow!” Anna yelled from behind me. “Good God you look sexy when you do that, Eric!” 
 
    I found myself grinning from ear to ear. I’d practiced with Anna in scythe form several times, but it had always been a solo venture. I’d never moved from step to step with a female observer cheering me on before. I liked it a lot. 
 
    Dropping to the dirt, I spun the Snake Spear in a whistling arc over my head, finishing with a flourish. It was the kind of move I’d do when surrounded by unarmed enemies, and just from the practice strike I knew it would sever tendons and bust through kneecaps. I made a mental note to try it out when we eventually were forced to face down the Hollow Frog Guild. 
 
    “Okay, that’s the melee,” I said, shifting the spear to a two-handed grip. I held it in front of me like a barbell, with the snake-head tip to my left and the heavy cap on the right. “You think Lyra would be upset if we gave her garden a little watering, Anna?” 
 
    A wicked look spread across my girlfriend’s face. “Those plants look mighty thirsty,” she agreed, stepping back from what she knew was coming. “God, if it feels as good for Lyra as it felt when you channeled through me, I’m jealous! Poor woman’s going to need a cigarette by the time you’re done with her.” 
 
    Grinning, I reached for Lyra’s power. The knowledge of the entry-level Spout spell flowed through me, and I flipped the spear to one hand and pointed the snake’s head tip at the nearest crop of plants in the garden. I expected to see a spray of water come from the snake’s mouth, like a garden hose, giving the plants a nice pick me up. 
 
    Instead, a different set of words appeared in the air: 
 
      
 
    Eric Casts Hydro Blast! 
 
      
 
    Hydro Blast!? I barely had enough time to think the words when a geyser of frothing water exploded from the head of my Snake Spear. The force of it shot me backward, slamming into Anna and knocking the poor girl off her feet. We both went down in a heap, but by then we were barely in a position to notice. All our attention was on the water. 
 
    Imagine a dam. Picture a solid wall of stone, holding back thousands upon thousands of gallons of ocean water. All that pressure, all that potential energy, waiting to be unleashed. 
 
    Now imagine someone broke a tiny, fist-sized crack in that dam. 
 
    That was what exploded from the head of my Snake Spear. It was less a garden hose than a water cannon, an absolute explosion of pure H2O. An ocean wave washed over Lyra’s backyard garden, uprooting plants from their boxes and shaking the trees. 
 
    The Snake Spear vibrated so hard in my hands that my fingers went numb. By the time the Hydro Blast ebbed, the entire garden was drenched in copious amounts of water. My robes were soaked through, and Anna’s didn’t look much better. It looked like a hurricane had just torn through the secluded space behind the tavern. 
 
    “Good… lord,” Anna gasped, on her hands and knees. Rivulets of water streamed down her face, her matted hair clinging to her forehead. I loved seeing my girlfriend wet, but not like this. “I thought you were going to cast Spout!” 
 
    “I did,” I muttered, looking up and down the Snake Spear as if it were an actual snake—one that might bite me at any moment. Tentatively, I gave the awareness in my brain a mental push, as if to say: You in there, Lyra? 
 
    Again, there were no words. But that crackling presence quivered, bristling with pleasure. Yeah, I thought. She liked that. 
 
    So both Anna and Lyra got off on causing chaos while they were in the form of a weapon. I could get with that—it made a strange sort of sense. But before we caused any more by mistake, I needed to get Lyra back into her own body. 
 
    Concentrating hard, I summoned that wave of bright light. It washed over the Snake Spear, erasing its silhouette in a wavy shimmer. When the light faded, Lyra stood before us—cool and dry, unlike the rest of the garden and its occupants. 
 
    Her eyes widened at the mess. Half the plants in the garden—particularly the ones nearest to us—had been uprooted and torn from the ground, laying in heaps like a lazy man’s harvest. The trees had mostly weathered the blast, though their branches now stood without the multicolored leaves that had so enchanted us on our first visit. 
 
    “What… what happened!?” Lyra clutched the side of her head, as if trying to remember. “Everything was so strange. So sharp. Then I felt so good!” 
 
    I wiped my wet face and grinned up at her. “You did a hell of a lot more Cultivation than I expected,” I said, gesturing around the garden. “I tried channeling the Spout spell through you while you were a spear.” I nodded at the torn-up foliage. “This was the result.” 
 
    Lyra looked upset to have done so much damage to her garden—yet, with my enhanced senses, I could tell that underneath it all she was secretly pleased. To think that her powers of Cultivation amplified mine so much! 
 
    “I’ll have to get Kij and some of the others out here in the morning to clean up,” Lyra said, shaking her head. “Hopefully most of this will dry up overnight. Those plants though, those will have to be replaced. They won’t go back into the soil like that, I’m afraid.” 
 
    Anna and I felt a little bit bad about that. But the awkwardness of destroying a portion of Lyra’s garden was overshadowed by the joy the older woman had found in Cultivation. She could cast spells now, she could expand her knowledge of the universe—and in my hands, she could become a fearsome weapon. 
 
    It wouldn’t be long before I’d be putting my new Snake Spear to the test. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The morning after our adventure in the garden, Lyra didn’t come down to breakfast. 
 
    “The Mistress is sleeping in today,” Kij explained, serving us not on the veranda behind the Hungry Herb Tavern but at a booth near the back of the common room. It gave us little in the way of privacy, and many townsfolk coming in to get a hot breakfast before heading to the fields or the forge gave us interested looks as they passed. 
 
    “She had a busy night, huh?” Anna said, winking at the serving girl over her steaming mug. Black tea today for both of us—no alcohol. We’d partied too hard recently, and we needed our senses sharp for later. 
 
    Today we’d be helping the man we’d met in the market. Together, Anna and I would be putting down his deranged animal. A good deed for sure, but one I didn’t feel exactly heroic to be undertaking. 
 
    “You should know,” Kij said, bumping my girlfriend a bit as she headed off to another table. She shot us a wink from a short distance away, then began pouring tea for a trio of merchants. 
 
    “She’s gonna want all the dirty details later,” Anna purred, pushing away the last few remnants of her meal. “That girl’s like a bottomless pit when it comes to gossip. Totally insatiable.” She glanced over at me. “Shall we?” 
 
    I was already done with my meal. Together, we headed back to the fountain where we’d first met the man. Far fewer people walked the market square as we arrived. Most of the vendors were busy setting up their tents, or getting their stoves full of baked sweet treats ready for the morning rush. The whole place had the air of the calm before the storm—or maybe I was just thinking of the downpour Lyra and I had unleashed behind the Hungry Herb Tavern last night. 
 
    A half-dozen people lounged around the fountain and the newly flowering tree I’d invested with magic the day before. The man was one of them. He still chewed a bundle of leaves between his teeth, and I had no way of knowing if he’d switched it out or still chowed down on the ones from yesterday. Probably they’d have been paste in his mouth by now if he didn’t swap out from time to time. 
 
    “There ‘ye are,” he said, making his way over to us. He seemed agitated, which, considering his situation, I supposed he had a right to be. “Thought I’d be waiting the whole morning for ya!” 
 
    I glanced up at the sky, frowning. The day couldn’t have been more than an hour or two old at this point. “We ate breakfast and came right here,” I said, trailing off as I realized the man wasn’t even listening. 
 
    “Come along, come along,” he said, gesturing down the lane. “My place is over thataway. Won’t be but about a ten minute walk or so.” 
 
    We were just about to leave the square when a female voice cut above the thin crowd. “Eric!” 
 
    I turned—and saw Lyra making her way over to us. In the morning light, the proprietress of the Hungry Herb Tavern looked like a harvest goddess in full bloom. A long, silken dress in spring colors hung from her curves, with a narrow but low V-cut in the front. She held a wicker basket over one shoulder, half-full with fruit from the market. “Fancy seeing you two out this morning!” 
 
    I couldn’t help but notice how the man’s eyes widened at the sight of Lyra. Did he know her? 
 
    “Kij told us you were sleeping in,” I said, pulling Lyra into a hug. The intimacy of it drew a few stares from passersby, but I didn’t care. Considering what gossips the girls at the Hungry Herb were, it would’ve surprised me to meet anyone in the town who didn’t know what went on between Lyra, Anna, and me last night. 
 
    Lyra shoved the suggestion away with a wave. “Waking up this morning was like a Spring Festivals,” she said, her eyes flashing with excitement. “Look!” 
 
    She held up a hand. Droplets of moisture formed beneath her nails, dripping to the ground below. Merely a trickle of Cultivation flowed through her in order to do it, but for Lyra, that tiny amount of power was the difference between a regular life and an extraordinary one. 
 
    “That’s incredible,” I said, putting her hand in mine. Her face beamed with pride. “We were just heading over to help this gentleman out. He’s got an animal that’s gone rabid and needs to be put down.” 
 
    Lyra looked over my shoulder. Her nose wrinkled with distaste, her eyes turning to narrow slits. “You’re running an errand for Jalen?” 
 
    Belatedly, I realized that neither Anna nor I had bothered to ask the older man for his name. “I suppose so,” I said, jerking a thumb back at the man. “The fellow who likes chewing.” 
 
    The worry on Lyra’s face deepened. “I think I ought to come with you,” she said, “just in case. Jalen has a bit of a… reputation among the merchants in the town. It might not be a bad idea for me to tag along.” 
 
    Anna and I shared a look. “We’re supposed to fight a rabid beast,” I explained. “I think his dog got bit or something like that. I’m sure you can handle yourself perfectly well, but I’d never forgive myself if something happened to you.” 
 
    For a moment, confusion reigned on Lyra’s face. Then she laughed. “Trust me young man, just because I can only do a tiny bit of Cultivation does not mean I want to become some kind of hero! I’ll stay well away from such a creature, don’t worry. You and Anna can handle it.” She leaned forward, dropping her voice. “It’s you two I’m worried about.” 
 
    I nodded to show her I understood. “Jalen,” I said loudly, turning back to the man. “Lyra will be accompanying us to your home.” 
 
    He made a disgusted face, chewing harder. “‘Tis not my home,” he admitted, either unable or unwilling to meet my eye. “It’s my place of business.” 
 
    I felt a deep frown tugging at the corners of my mouth. “I thought you said it was a barn?” 
 
    “I distinctly heard that,” Anna agreed, her hands going to her hips. 
 
    The man sputtered incoherently for a moment. “Look, I’m trying to protect what’s mine,” he grunted, already starting down the lane. “My wife—my kids!” 
 
    Lyra looked as if she were on the edge of laughter. “He doesn’t have any children,” she said, rolling her eyes. “But I’ve never seen him like this before. Jalen is known to be… agitated, but this is rather extreme.” 
 
    “Whatever’s going on, there does appear to be a serious problem,” I decided. I’d already given the matter some thought, and realized that even if Jalen was leading us on—which, I had to admit, seemed likely—there was still a rabid animal about. If it escaped his place of business and attacked someone, neither Anna nor I would ever forgive ourselves. “Shall we?” 
 
    The three of us followed Jalen through the winding streets of the city.  
 
    Soon, I was panting with exertion, even with my Cultivation. The man double-timed it like someone attempting to run from the police, as if putting enough distance between himself and us would forestall any other questions we had.  
 
    Finally, we arrived at a warehouse in the commercial district of the town, where the buildings were tall and plain. 
 
    “This is it,” Jalen said, stopping before a large wooden door. It really did look like the broad side of a barn, which is probably why he’d used the sobriquet to refer to this warehouse. “The, ah, creature is inside. I’ve got it locked down in a stall in the back.” 
 
    “We should be able to make quick work of it, then,” I said, considering the reach of Anna’s scythe. In close quarters, it wouldn’t be terribly effective, but if I could get the scythe over the rabid animal, I could slice it from behind and put a quick end to its suffering. 
 
    Jalen looked around furtively as he fit the key in the lock. “Stay with me,” he warned, his face a parody of a stern parent’s gaze. “Don’t touch anything. Don’t look at anything if you can help it.” 
 
    “We’re just here for the beast,” I said, holding up my hands. “Relax.” 
 
    It didn’t take long for us to figure out why he was so guarded. As the wooden doors opened, broad aisles full of various goods greeted us. Some of the boxes stacked on top of each other seemed obvious—full of bottles of dark, rich liquid—but others made very little sense to us. As we followed the man into the darkness, Lyra’s eyes grew wider and wider. 
 
    “I always wanted to know what Jalen was up to in this warehouse,” she whispered, her voice low enough that Jalen himself wouldn’t hear. “Now I know. He’s a smuggler.” 
 
    It didn’t matter much to me whether his goods were purchased legally or not. Jalen’s mood grew more and more agreeable as we followed him through the warehouse—likely because we hadn’t brought up any of the things we’d seen. Only now did I properly recognize the tension in the set of his shoulders, the forced grin on his greasy, aged face. This man thought we were going to turn him in. 
 
    Considering what I knew about the Guild-appointed Cultivators in this area, I couldn’t blame him for his distrust. I wouldn’t have wanted to show my ill-gotten goods to the Hollow Frog Guild, either. 
 
    “It’s just back here,” Jalen said, turning and walking backward for a few steps. “Honestly, I have no idea how the rabies got into my warehouse. Possibly a bat or something—some kind of pest…” 
 
    The shelves next to Jalen rattled. A moment later, a tremor passed through the ground, nearly throwing Lyra off her footing. Anna took the moment to stumble against me, the curves of her breasts pressing invitingly against my chest. 
 
    “What was that?” I asked. That was big, I thought. 
 
    “Huh? I have no idea,” Jalen said unconvincingly. His smile grew big and wide—the look of a man trying to hide a terrible poker hand with false bravado. “One of my employees must have knocked a box over or something…” 
 
    “Help! Help!” 
 
    The voice belonged to a woman. As we turned toward its source, a middle-aged lady burst from between the stacks, her face filled with panic. She glanced over her shoulder as she ran, her arms pumping like a track runner as she bolted as fast as she could. 
 
    “Regina!” Jalen’s eyebrows shot to his hairline. “What are you doing, you damn fool woman—” 
 
    “The monster is loose!” Regina tore past Jalen without a moment’s hesitation, her long black ponytail swaying behind her dress. “It broke through the lock, Jalen! It’s in the main warehouse!” 
 
    A shelving unit further down the stack tipped over, spilling bottles of wine all over the floor. A long, black creature stamped them into the dirt, snuffling and groaning as it stepped into the light. 
 
    When I’d agreed to take Jalen’s job on, I’d pictured a rabid dog as the source of his trouble. Perhaps a cow, or a horse. Some cattle animal that had taken sick and been driven mad by a bite from a rabid creature. The thought of his ‘pet’ being some sort of fearsome creature—maybe even a creature too powerful for me to handle—hadn’t even occurred to me. 
 
    It occurred to me now. 
 
    A massive boar, wider than a luxury sedan, emerged from behind the broken shelf. Its back half rippled with thick cords of muscle, its hooves digging deep into the earth as it kicked and sniffed for prey. But it was the front half that made my heart thud against my ribs. Overlapping plates of what looked like steel armor covered the boar’s head, neck, and chest, like the scales of a snake turned into metal. Two massive, vicious-looking tusks protruded from its pug-like snout, each curved like Hazel’s fighting sword. 
 
    Those tusks could gore a man to death in a single hit. I shoved Anna and Lyra backward, putting them between myself and the monster. 
 
    Jalen spared a single moment to give the creature a horror-struck look, then turned angrily to me. “Well? What are you waiting for!? Kill the beast!” 
 
    Kill the beast!? Easier said than done! 
 
    The boar raised its massive head in the direction Regina had fled, seeming to see us for the first time. A visor in the armor shielded its eyes, which were like red marbles in its huge, hoary face. 
 
    This monster wasn’t rabid. It was just pissed. How the hell had it gotten in here in the first place? 
 
    A good question—for another time.  
 
    “Anna,” I said, my voice assuming an air of command. “To me!” 
 
    She understood me perfectly. Within moments, a phantasmagoric sway of colors enveloped my girlfriend’s body, transforming her from a beautiful woman into a beautiful weapon. The scythe lay in my palm, deadly and ready for action. 
 
    “Let’s make some fucking pork,” Anna whimpered in my head. Just like every time she transformed, she sounded like she was naked with her legs spread beneath me, begging for a good, hard pounding. “I’m thinking ham steaks for dinner tonight, babe?” 
 
    “Hell yes,” I said, not caring that Lyra and Jalen had no idea who I was speaking to. The woman, Regina, had fled the warehouse by now, and I was glad for that. Another person would just get in my way. 
 
    I opened myself to the world around me, twirling the scythe between my hands. My awareness of everything sharpened: from the smell of the strange substances in the crates around us to the feeling of the hard-packed dirt beneath my feet. The boar lowered its head and charged, provoking a shriek from Lyra and a groan from Jalen—yet for me it seemed to be moving almost in slow motion. 
 
    Like a matador before a bull, I twisted at the last moment—and struck. The scythe flashed in my hands as the boar passed inches to my side, the metal striking against steel and flesh. I slashed in sideways motion, tearing from the creature’s neck most of the way down its flank. 
 
    It raced past me through the warehouse, its bulk keeping it from stopping suddenly. I was sure the beast could hit like a truck, but it steered like a bathtub—which gave me an advantage. The armored section of its body showed no damage from the scythe’s slash, but a scored line ran halfway down its flank. Black blood oozed from the wound like molasses, the cut rapidly closing on its own. 
 
    “Not bad,” I said, a smirk rising to my face.  
 
    This was fun! I’d already analyzed the beast with my enhanced senses, picking up on its weaknesses. As long as I kept those tusks out of my face and concentrated on its unarmored sides and back, I could wear it down. That single strike hadn’t done much damage, but a dozen or so with the same ferocity could easily tear it to shreds. 
 
    That’s what I thought. I believed that just because I had a Cultivator’s senses, I could see all there was to see. 
 
    The boar was about to prove me wrong. 
 
    It reared back on its hind legs, letting out a bellow that shook the nearby shelves. More products fell to the floor, unraveling or bursting, and Jalen swore for the lost revenue from each one. Shouldn’t have let a bull in your china shop, then, I thought, readying myself for the boar’s next charge. 
 
    It didn’t charge. Instead, bright red words of warning flashed across my vision: 
 
      
 
    Armored Boar Casts Boulder! 
 
      
 
    An Armored Boar, I thought, glaring at the beast. That makes sense— 
 
    It was as far as I got. The Armored Boar’s hooves dug into the earth, and a ball of dirt the size of a Chrysler ripped itself out of the floor. Roots stuck out from the sides where they’d been plucked from the ground below, with the bugs and worms in the soil hastening to escape. 
 
    The ball grew bigger in a hurry. A whizzing sound filled the air as the boulder soared through the shelves on either side of the aisle, ripping them to pieces like a bowling ball hitting a stack of pins. It was headed right for us. For me. 
 
    I threw up my hands, casting Mana Shield— 
 
    I screamed as the glowing shield of Mana snapped into place just in time. Cracks spiraled across its surface as the massive ball of dirt and rock hit it, nearly shattering it. I pulled back, sending a wave of dirt rolling over my robes. I shook it out of my hair, spitting some out of my mouth as I climbed free of the ball. 
 
    “Let me at that fucker!” Anna shrieked in my head. “Gimme that piggy blood! I’ll make bacon out of you, you piece of shit Porky Pig knockoff!” 
 
    The bloodlust was really getting to Anna. She never talked like that in real life: not being able to tear the beast apart must have been killing her. Climbing free of the boulder, I decided to go on the offensive. A long-range fight against that Boulder spell would kill me. 
 
    I made it into the adjacent aisle just as the Armored Boar charged the boulder. The ball of dirt and rock rolled away, revealing me with my scythe at the ready. This time, I wouldn’t stop at a single attack. 
 
    “Kill!” Anna roared, an orgiastic cry of need in my skull. That was exactly what I aimed to do. 
 
    The scythe flashed again and again, striking the beast on the sides and back. Every time it turned its broad head to gore me with its tusks, I was out of the way—or it got tangled on a shelf, became forced to rip the thing to shreds before it could try again. More and more of the warehouse lay trashed, yet I’d hit the beast with a dozen or more strikes without any risk to Anna or me. 
 
    There was just one problem: those strikes weren’t doing me any good. Each hit to its unarmored flank produced a cut, with more of that strangely gloopy black blood. But the slashes healed nearly as quickly as they’d come. The Armored Boar shrugged them off like minor scratches, growing more angry rather than more wounded. 
 
    I’m doing something wrong, I realized, stepping away from another swing of its tusks. I should be doing more damage than this to the creature. Why isn’t it working— 
 
      
 
    Armored Boar Casts Earthquake! 
 
      
 
    As soon as the words appeared in my vision, the ground began to shake. This was worse than the Boulder spell—it shook the whole warehouse, sending shelves tumbling to the ground in a crash. Lyra and Jalen, near the warehouse’s big double doors, had to duck and cover as expensive shipments of contraband fell to the ground all around them. 
 
    Worst of all, the Boar’s Earthquake knocked me off my feet. I went down in the dirt on my ass, the scythe slipping from my hands. It shimmered as it hit the ground, resolving into the form of Anna as the beast snuffled all over my legs. 
 
    “Get away!” I roared, gesturing to Anna. “Get the others out of here!” 
 
    Anna looked pained to do it, but she retreated. She scooted back on her ass, then rose and bolted as the Armored Boar lowered its tusks. A sigh of relief filled me as I realized the thing meant to gore me, ignoring Anna. At least she’d be okay. 
 
    As the beast lowered its head, preparing to impale me, I threw out my hands and reached for Gust. 
 
      
 
    Eric Casts Gust! 
 
      
 
    A miniature tornado erupted from my outstretched palms. It caught the Armored Boar full in the face, knocking it off-balance. It wasn’t enough to tip the thing over onto its back, but it gave me enough time to get back on my feet. 
 
    Of course, now I had no weapon. With nothing but a shield, a tornado, and the ability to make flowers bloom, nothing could stop the Armored Boar from running me down. I had to get out of there before it realized how defenseless I was. 
 
    I turned to flee. 
 
    Only to come face to face with Lyra. 
 
    The proprietress of the Hungry Herb Tavern literally jumped into my arms, shimmering the moment her feet left the ground. A big, beaming smile spread across her face as she disappeared, transforming in moments into the Snake Spear. The weapon felt as if it twisted in my grip for a moment, and I heard Lyra’s voice in my head. 
 
    “I know what the problem is, young man,” she said. “You’re using the wrong element!” 
 
    I was? Anna’s powers were Wood-aspected—which, to be fair, didn’t sound like they’d do much to heavily armored foes. I’d known that even as I absorbed the knowledge from the scythe for the first time—being caught by armor was one of the weapon’s major weaknesses. 
 
    “Alright,” I growled, holding the spear point-forward as the Armored Boar regained its footing. “Let’s see how the right one does then!” 
 
    The Boar charged.  
 
    I stabbed the butt end of the spear into the ground and used it like a pole vaulter to shoot myself into the air. My legs left the ground, sailing just over the Armored Boar’s tusks as I jumped over their strike. Its beady red eyes widened in animal surprise as I passed over its head, the creature trying again and failing to slow down. 
 
    It could neither turn nor stop on a dime. Which let me climb right on top of the fucker. 
 
    I landed right at the spot where armor met flesh. My ass protested as it slammed into the sharp overlapping metal plates, but I had no time to worry about the pain. I gripped the beast’s flanks with my hips, holding on for dear life like a bull rider in a rodeo—only backward. The Armored Boar did its best to buck me, jumping up and down and kicking out with its hind legs. I held on tight, shakily pulling the Snake Spear above me with a two-handed grip. 
 
    I brought the spear down with both hands, stabbing as hard as I could. The snake’s fangs dug straight into the Armored Boar’s back, and this time black blood gushed from the wound. I tore a huge gash out of the monster’s flank—a wound which didn’t close back up. 
 
    The beast roared. I’d really pissed the thing off now! 
 
    Suddenly we were in motion. I had just enough time to see Anna and Jalen’s shocked faces as the Armored Boar charged down the aisle, lowering its head. When I was a kid, one of the rollercoasters at the local theme park had had a backward-facing train, and I’d only ever gone on it once. The feeling of riding in reverse had been too disconcerting. 
 
    As the Armored Boar charged with me on his back, those memories came rushing to my brain. I needed to turn around, before it managed to shake me somehow and stamp me to death beneath those hooves! 
 
    Another stab from the Snake Spear drew blood from the creature’s side. I used the grip as leverage to twist around, riding the Armored Boar frontwise now. The beast charged straight at a wall of the warehouse, fully maddened now by the wounds all over its body. 
 
    “Stop, boy!” I yelled, trying to hit the creature’s head with the spear. “You’re going to run right into a wall…!” 
 
    It did. And then it crashed right through. 
 
    The wall collapsed around us, sunlight streaming into the warehouse. The Armored Boar didn’t stop for a moment—it kept right on charging, barreling through the warehouse district like a bat out of hell. A terrified crowd of onlookers hurried out of the way, screaming and freaking out. 
 
     I have to stop this thing before someone gets hurt! I thought. How the hell do I bring this thing down? 
 
    Lyra answered for me. Juice dripped from the fangs of the silver snake’s head—droplets of pure, refined water. 
 
    Hydro Blast. 
 
    Like a madman at a bullfight, I crawled up the creature’s back. It ran this way and that, slamming into buildings to try and dislodge me. I felt like the kid in Shadow of the Colossus, clinging desperately to the back of a massive beast while trying to reach its weak point. 
 
    It had to be the head. The enhanced version of Spout had to be enough to crack that armor… 
 
    The Armored Boar turned around the corner, aimed squarely at the Market. There were dozens of stalls there—hundreds of pedestrians, even children playing before the fountain. If the Boar made it there, it’d be a bloodbath. 
 
    A man in Cultivator’s robes stepped out from an alleyway, fire dancing between his fingers. “Hold it steady!” he roared in a quavering voice, his short goatee quivering as he charged a spell. “I’ll burn it to a crisp!” 
 
    “No!” Lyra’s voice shrieked in my head. “It’s weak to water—fire will only piss it off more!” 
 
    I tried to scream just that, but it was already too late. The wiry man let loose a fan of flames from his fingertips, sizzling the armored head of the Boar. 
 
    It charged right through and delivered a swift kick as it passed, tossing the man like a ragdoll back into the alley. I hoped he was alright. 
 
    The Armored Boar picked up speed as it charged toward the Market. The townsfolk who’d seen the Cultivator’s fire spell finally began to move—but not quickly enough. They’d be sitting ducks before the Boar’s tusks. 
 
    Grunting with effort, I managed to stand. The Armored Boar was a surfboard beneath me—a surfboard in the roughest waves I’d ever had to weather. Somehow, in that tumult, I managed to reach for my Mana. 
 
    “Use it!” Lyra cried, her weapon’s eyes aimed at the townsfolk dead ahead. “Don’t let it hurt them!” 
 
    I grabbed the Snake Spear in both hands and brought it down—right between the Boar’s eyes. 
 
      
 
    Eric Casts Hydro Blast! 
 
      
 
    It was like Yellowstone going off upside down. A massive spray of super-charged water, almost sexual in its pressure, released from inside the snake’s mouth. The Armored Boar’s mighty head drooped, its chin smacking the ground as it halted in its tracks a few feet away from the market’s entrance. Water coursed over its armored scales, deep cracks forming in the surface as the punishing stream tore the joints between each scale right open. 
 
    The Boar roared with pain as a wave of water engulfed it. A flash flood rushed down the street, scattering passerby and knocking stalls over, but I refused to yield. More power flowed from the Spear, pushing water directly through the creature’s skull and into its brain. 
 
    Finally, after what felt like hours, the flow began to ebb. The Armored Boar lay beneath me, cold and inert, its mighty heart having given out from fighting the Hydro Blast. It slumped over and was still as I climbed down from its back, soaked to the bone. 
 
    For a few moments, the street was empty. I released my hold on the Snake Spear, watching as it transformed back into Lyra. Just like last time, she remained dry while everything around her dripped. This time, no confusion filled her features—she remembered the fight with crystal clarity. 
 
    “That was close,” she said, gauging the distance between the Armored Boar and the Market it would have destroyed. “Is everyone alright?” 
 
    Slowly, faces began to emerge from nearby alleyways. We’d destroyed quite a few stalls, and several people had been washed down the street, but no one seemed permanently hurt. Even the Cultivator I’d seen earlier staggered out of a side street, scorch marks burnt into his short goatee. 
 
    “Well done, young man,” he said, clapping me on the back. “My fire spell softened it up for you, and you delivered the finisher. Together, we are victorious!” 
 
    Together? I thought, a lopsided smile on my face. Well, whatever. He had tried to help, after all. 
 
    Cheers rang through the market as people realized the enormity of the close call we’d just prevented. People seemed especially happy to see Lyra in the middle of things, protecting them from the beast. It irritated me just a bit, but Anna and I were still considered outsiders. Lyra, on the other hand, was a fixture of the community. 
 
    “We should get back to the warehouse,” Lyra said after the fourth or fifth person came up to make sure we were alright and thank us. “I want to know what Jalen was thinking, letting a beast like that into his warehouse. That man has some explaining to do!” 
 
    He did. Also, I wanted to verify Anna was alright—and that she wasn’t mad at me for discarding her in the middle of battle. 
 
    Elements, I thought, comparing the scythe and the spear in my memories. Some weapons will be more powerful against certain monsters than others. I’ll have to switch between weapons—and women—in the middle of combat. Would Lyra and Anna be okay with that? 
 
    I hoped they would. Because I had no intention of using anything but the right tool for the job from now on. 
 
    And if I wanted to cover every element, I was going to need more women. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As we approached Jalen’s warehouse, we heard the sound of yelling. For a moment, I tensed, hoping no one was hurt, then I recognized the speaker. It was Jalen himself—and he sounded pissed. 
 
    We entered the warehouse to find Regina on her knees, Jalen standing over her like Guildmaster Ji in a lather. Anna stood between the man and the kneeling woman, a look on her face that was angrier than I’d ever seen her before. 
 
    “You let it out!” Jalen screeched, shaking his fist. For the first time since I’d seen him, he held no bundle of leaves in his mouth—it must have fallen out during the fight. “You stupid bitch! What did you think you were doing by running away? Did you think that I wouldn’t find out—that I wouldn’t find you!” 
 
    The sight of him berating the woman in this way turned my vision red. “Stop,” I snapped, stepping into the fray. “The Armored Boar is dead. Lyra and I killed it… along with another Cultivator who stepped in and helped.” I didn’t mention that the last man hadn’t done much more than anger the beast—it no longer seemed important. 
 
    “Oh, that’s a fine thing indeed!” Jalen appeared to have forgotten bringing us here to kill the beast in the first place. “This is all your fault, Regina! Look at my warehouse! Hundreds of thousands of gil worth of merchandise—destroyed! I’ll be ruined! Destitute!” 
 
    If the man didn’t stop blathering on soon, Anna was going to hit him. And then I’d have to get involved in another fight today. 
 
    “Merchandise can be replaced,” I said, holding up my hands in a placating manner. “People cannot. We’re very lucky that no one died today, Jalen.” 
 
    Jalen refused to calm down. “That’s easy for you to say,” the man growled, spitting into a nearby aisle. “You get to walk away from all this with a fat coinpurse! Not to mention a reputation as the big hero! I’m the one who’s got to shovel the shit!” 
 
    “Jalen,” Lyra said, cutting off Anna before she said something she’d regret. Though the older woman looked tired—and distinctly like she’d just had a roll in the hay—her voice was quiet and sympathetic. “Both of us know half the merchandise that got destroyed today is illegal. I didn’t say anything when you brought us in here, but you’re going to be lucky if the authorities don’t arrest you when they see it. You need this big hero to explain things to them.” 
 
    A low, animal cunning filled Jalen’s eyes. “Aye,” he said, shaking his head. “I would appreciate your intervention in this, Lyra. You speak for the community—all of us in the town know that.” 
 
    She nodded. “Perhaps you should take this quarrel inside,” she suggested, gesturing at Regina. 
 
    Jalen grit his teeth. “Oh, I most certainly will! Come here, you wretched woman! You’ve bedeviled me for the last time!” 
 
    He reached out to strike her—but Anna stood in the way. “Don’t you lay a fucking finger on her,” my girlfriend hissed. She sounded almost the way she got when she turned into a scythe—angry and sharp, filled with bloodlust. I could tell she wanted to lay this guy out. 
 
    Jalen laughed—a harsh, flat sound. “I can do whatever the hell I want to her,” he said, snarling at Anna. “That woman is my wife!” 
 
    Anna pushed the man back. “That doesn’t mean you can treat her like cattle!” I could have sworn a shimmer gathered around her legs, as if she were about to transform into something with blades. “She’s not your property, you piece of—” 
 
    “Technically,” Lyra said, putting a hand on Anna’s shoulder, “she is.” 
 
    Anna jerked around so fast it was a miracle she didn’t get whiplash. “What!?” 
 
    Lyra’s lips formed a tight little line. “In our town—scratch that, in our Zone—a man may do whatever he wishes with his ordained wife. Up to and including beatings.” Lyra looked just as unhappy about it as Anna did—she just controlled herself better. Clearly this wasn’t the first time she’d come upon poor Regina in this situation. 
 
    “That’s bullshit,” Anna snapped, looking to me for confirmation. “We’re not going to let that happen. Isn’t that right, Eric?” 
 
    I looked from the woman on the ground to Jalen. The man was so pissed steam should have been coming from his nostrils. 
 
    “You heard Lyra,” I said, brushing past Regina. “This is the way of the world, Anna. We have no right to interfere between a man and his wife.” 
 
    The color drained out of Anna’s face. I thought I’d seen her as angry as she could possibly get before—I was wrong. “You’re kidding me,” she stammered, her hands beginning to shake. “No, Eric. No, that’s wrong—” 
 
    “Jalen,” I said sharply. “I believe you owe us our payment. As Cultivators.” 
 
    He stood there a moment, sizing me up, then nodded. “Aye. I keep it in the back.” 
 
    “Bring it to me, then,” I said, staring him down. 
 
    He nodded and withdrew, leaving the three of us alone with Regina for the moment. 
 
    As soon as he was gone, Anna turned her rage on me. “I can’t believe you,” she said, tears forming in the corners of her eyes. “You may have just killed an Armored Boar, but that man is the real pig!” She spit in the dirt the same way she’d seen before. “And you’re going to let him abuse that woman!” 
 
    “I never said that,” I told her, listening for Jalen. When I was convinced he’d left, I turned away from Anna and her confused expression and knelt in the dirt, next to Regina. 
 
    The woman shuddered. Her eyes remained fixed on the ground, as if she were too scared to raise them. 
 
    “Are you alright?” I asked. It struck me that I was probably the first person to ask her that in a long, long time. “Did that beast harm you?” 
 
    Slowly, Regina lifted her head. The ghost of a smile spread across her pale face. “Which one?” 
 
    I couldn’t stop the chuckle from leaving my lips. “Listen. I know you’re not happy with this man. I doubt he’s left you with much property of your own, but if you truly wish to escape him, you should come to Lyra’s tavern as soon as you’re able. She’ll protect you from Jalen. Won’t you, Ly?” 
 
    Lyra looked down at the two of us, a fierce look on her face. “Oh, absolutely,” she said, nodding. “I’d like to see Jalen try making it out of the common room without a few broken bones…” 
 
    “I don’t know how we can help you,” I added, “but if there’s anything we can do for you, we’ll find a way. You understand?” 
 
    The woman gave me a look of sheer disbelief. “You three would… would help me?” 
 
    God, what had this poor woman been through? “Of course we will,” I told her. 
 
    She stood up, then reached into her robes and handed me something. A Beast Core. 
 
    “Don’t let Jalen see it,” she muttered, urging me to tuck it in my soaked robes. “I’ll come to the Hungry Herb Tavern tonight—as long as Lyra will shelter me.” A smile rose to her face. “Thank you, stranger.” 
 
    “I’m not a stranger,” I assured her. “I’m Eric.” 
 
    The woman scuttled off into the shadows as Jalen emerged from the back, a bulging sack in his hands. 
 
    “Here,” Jalen said, looking none too happy to be parting with his money. “For killing the Boar. I told you I’d pay for a job well done, and pay I shall…” 
 
    I nodded, projecting the picture of friendliness. Then I grabbed Jalen around the throat. 
 
    He let out a little whimper as I lifted him off the ground, his feet kicking against the dirt. If he hadn’t been so loathsome, it might almost have been cute. 
 
    “If I hear that you’ve done anything to your wife—even laid a finger on her—I’m going to come back here and extract your Core,” I said simply. 
 
    Jalen’s eyes bulged in his head. “You can’t!” the man protested. “I’m not even a Cultivator. I don’t even possess a Core.” 
 
    “If you say so,” I said with a shrug. “But as you’ve no doubt guessed, I’m not really from around here, so I might see what else you’ve got inside you. Might not find a Core, definitely won’t find a heart, but I’m certain I’ll find some satisfaction.” My fingers tightened. “It won’t be a quick death, Jalen. Nowhere near as swift as what I gave the Armored Boar.” 
 
    I let him down and stalked off, without giving him time to reply. Lyra and Anna followed me out of the warehouse and back into the sunshine. The hot weather started to dry out my robes, but it would be a long time before I felt fully dry again. 
 
    Anna planted a kiss on my cheek. “Thank you,” my girlfriend said, her eyes watery. “I knew you wouldn’t let a thing like that happen.” 
 
    “Of course not,” I said with a snort. “Had to get the money first, though.” 
 
    “Hell yeah,” Anna agreed. “We’ve got full coin purses now. We don’t even need Lyra’s IOU. Not that it’s not appreciated, Ly…” 
 
    Lyra shook her head. “You know you two are like family,” the older woman said, taking both of us by the shoulder. “I’m not going to charge you for anything. Now, if you don’t mind—the night is young. Why don’t we head back to the Hungry Herb and wait for this new friend of yours to show up? Being your spear has given me a powerful appetite. Not to mention a desire to do a little bit more Cultivating…” 
 
    Anna and I shared a look. More Dual Cultivating? We knew exactly what that meant. 
 
    The three of us were going to ring in the evening with some major-league naughty fun. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As we made our way back toward the Hungry Herb Tavern, the sun dipped below the horizon and brought night to the town. Merchants lit torches in front of the stalls that remained open, bathing the entire town in a warm, homey glow. Anna, Lyra, and I were looking forward to a night of feasting, drinking and ‘Dual Cultivation’ threesomes—with a helping of recounting my story of fighting the Armored Boar on top of everything else. Killing the beast had made me a local hero, and now I was to be welcomed into the bosom of the town with open arms. 
 
    So of course, it was all ruined before we reached Lyra’s front door. 
 
    Just beyond the market square, a beautiful young woman ran back and forth across the street, trying to catch the attention of passersby. At first, I assumed she was some kind of vagrant and reached for a few coins in my pocket—as we drew closer, however, I realized she wasn’t trying to get money. She looked to be in considerable distress. 
 
    My mind filled with visions of the Armored Boar bearing down on the market. I’d stopped it just in time, but what if someone had gotten trapped beneath a fallen stall or something like that?  
 
    “Please, someone,” the woman whimpered, tears streaming down her face. From the way they flowed, I could tell she’d been crying for some time. “My sister… I need help…” 
 
    Anna reached her first. “It’s alright,” my girlfriend said, doing her best to calm the woman down. “What’s the matter? Is she hurt?” Anna looked up and down the square. “Was she injured in the fight?” 
 
    The woman shook her head, sniffing hugely. A long, dark ponytail hung down her back, and something about her face tickled the back of my brain. Had I met this woman before? 
 
    “No,” the woman stuttered, “but she’s about to be. She’s in trouble—real bad trouble, see, the kind you don’t walk away from…” 
 
    A moment later I was there, my hand on one of her shoulders. “Listen, we’re Cultivators,” I explained, feeling more than a little moved by the woman’s obvious anguish. “We just took out that big Armored Boar that threatened the town square. Tell me what’s the matter with your sister, and we’ll help her out as best as we can.” 
 
    I confirmed this with a glance at Anna and Lyra. Neither looked particularly happy to be missing out on the warm welcome we’d receive over at the Hungry Herb, but neither could they turn down a woman in such obvious need. 
 
    “Cultivators?” the woman said, sounding surprised. “I already tried them. The Hollow Frog Guild told me to sod off, and the town’s guardsman weren’t any help. ‘Can’t intrude on a dispute between a man and his wife’, they say. My mother tried to warn me not to get involved, but I couldn’t just stand by.” 
 
    The phrase ‘between a man and his wife’ sent a chill down my spine. I glanced at Lyra, and she wore a knowing frown. She obviously knew this woman and her family.  
 
    “What’s your sister’s name?” I asked the woman.  
 
    The woman looked up at me, smoothing dirt from her skirts. “Regina,” she said, new tears forming in the corners of her eyes. “That’s my sister’s name. My younger sister. I’m Martha, by the way. We’re the weaver’s daughters.” 
 
    My blood went cold. “We just got finished helping out your sister,” I explained, my lips feeling numb all of a sudden. “It seems she and her husband were having some kind of a spat.” 
 
    I’d warned Jalen not to lay a finger on his wife. Threatened him with bodily harm if he hurt her for ‘letting the beast free’. As if Regina had had anything to do with the Armored Boar in the first place. What had that damn fool done now? 
 
    “A man came to see my mother and me,” the woman explained, her voice on the edge of babbling. “Just a few minutes ago. He wore a shroud over his face—he says he’s from a group called the Vipers.” 
 
    “Smugglers,” Lyra growled, a scowl spreading across her face. 
 
    I started. “You know them?” 
 
    “If you’d asked me to guess who Jalen’s contact was to fence all that contraband,” Lyra whispered, “they would’ve been at the top of my list. They’re a criminal organization that does business all along this Zone and the ones bordering it.” She gave me a significant glance. “The Hollow Frog Guild’s been completely unsuccessful at stamping them out. Some people say they’re actually working with the Guild to move product.” 
 
    From the look in her eyes, I could tell she believed it. The implication was clear: to mess with the Vipers meant tangling with the Hollow Frog Guild. If the three of us did something to mess with their money, it could bring unholy hell down on our heads. Did I want that? 
 
    Hell, I thought with a smirk. That sounds good to me. I’d love to ruin that asshole Guildmaster Ji’s day. 
 
    “That doesn’t frighten me at all,” I said proudly. “What did the Vipers want, Martha?” 
 
    Martha had trailed off while she listened to Lyra and I discussing the Vipers. At my request, she continued. “They told me Jalen was selling her off,” Martha confessed, a sob erupting from her throat. “That she destroyed a bunch of Jalen’s merchandise, and he owed a lot of money to the Vipers because of it. That he agreed to let her be sold in order to pay back some of the costs.” 
 
    Anna’s face flushed beet-red. “Human trafficking,” she growled. 
 
    Lyra ground her heel into the dirt. “That bastard!” she said through grit teeth.  
 
    “We won’t let him get away with it,” I agreed. “They must have been waiting in the shadows the entire time—as soon as we led the Armored Boar away, they struck. I can’t believe anyone could be so cold-blooded!” 
 
    “My sister’s worth more than a few boxes of broken merchandise!” Martha cried. “She helps take care of Ma. She’s a good weaver, and she’s got a good head on her shoulders for managing Jalen’s finances. And she’s… she’s my sister!” Tears welled in Martha’s eyes, spilling over onto her cheeks. 
 
    “Your sister didn’t break any merchandise—the Boar did,” I said, shaking my head. “She’s innocent. Jalen is just being a prick.” My fingers dug into the palm of my hand. “I shouldn’t have left the woman with him. I was inviting trouble.” 
 
    Lyra shook her head. “You thought the warning was enough,” she said, clucking her tongue. “As did I.” 
 
    “You’ve got to do something to help her,” Martha begged. She clutched at my robes as if she stood in a swift current, and only hanging on tight would keep her from being washed away. “Please! There’ll be no one to take care of my mother! I’ll never see my sister again!” 
 
    I glanced down the lane at the Hungry Herb Tavern. Lights shone from every window, and the sounds of cheerful conversation could just be heard over the chirping of crickets from outside the town. All the three of us had to do was walk through the door and we’d be heroes. I wouldn’t have to buy a drink all night—and when we went upstairs, we could have our pick of any woman in the common room. They’d fight each other to join us in bed. 
 
    No, I told myself, resisting the temptation. Not yet.  I haven’t finished what I’ve started. 
 
    “We’ll help,” I told the sobbing woman. “Lyra—can you lead us back to that warehouse?” 
 
    “Gladly,” the redhead growled, her hands balled into fists. “I’m going to give that bastard Jalen a piece of my mind…” 
 
    I was as well. “Go back to your mother,” I told Martha, doing my best to keep her calm. “Let her know you’ve found some Cultivators willing to take the case. We’ll bring Regina to you.” 
 
    “But those men—they’re going to take her out of the town!” Martha’s eyes widened with panic. “Jalen agreed to sell her! Sell his own wife—!” 
 
    I stared down at the woman with every bit of command I could muster. “I won’t let him,” I growled, reaching for my Mana. “And if the Vipers think they’ll walk away with easy meat, they’ve got another thing coming. Now go.” 
 
    Martha went—though not without a little more coaxing and calming down from Anna. Once she was well on her way back to the weaver’s, the three of us headed back to Jalen’s warehouse. By the time we reached the market, we were at a dead run. 
 
    Normally, I would have been sweating and panting by the time we reached the warehouse where we’d fought the Armored Boar. But a liberal application of Mana along the way kept tiredness from sinking into my limbs—though it left me hungry as an ox. We’d need some food once we were done here, for certain. 
 
    The big wooden doors lay open. Inside, the place was just as trashed as it had been when we’d left—no one had bothered to clean up. Strange powders and potions littered the floor, mingling with overturned barrels of spirits and corn. 
 
    I walked through all of it, wishing I had a light spell to illuminate the darkness. “Regina?” I yelled, cupping my hands around my mouth. “It’s Eric! Where are you…?” 
 
    A figure stepped out of the darkness.  
 
    Jalen. 
 
    From the look on his face, he knew exactly why we were here. His smug smile told me we were already too late. 
 
    “Good evening,” he said. Jalen chewed an even larger wad of leaves than usual—as if the bandits had given it to him as a present for helping their deal go down smoothly. “What are you doing disturbing my place of business, Cultivator? I paid you already, now go—” 
 
    That was as far as he got. I shot forward, lifting Jalen from the ground with both hands. I grabbed him around the sides and slammed him into a nearby shelf, sending some of the few untouched boxes of goods crashing to the floor. 
 
    “Where is she?” I snarled, reaching for my Mana. “Where is your wife?” 
 
    The shit-eating grin on Jalen’s face grew even wider. “Damnedest thing,” he said, chuckling to himself. “She just up and run off! Told me she didn’t want to spend another minute working for me!” 
 
    I couldn’t hold back any longer.  
 
    Jalen’s head jerked back as my fist struck bone, crunching his nose out of joint. Blood poured down the man’s face as he gasped, struggling to understand he’d just been struck.  
 
    “Ahhh!” Jalen screamed. “Help…!” 
 
    “Eric,” Anna said, her tone tight. I thought she meant to reprimand me—but glowing light already lapped around her legs. “Here. Use me.” 
 
    She transformed into a scythe—and soared through the air, coming to rest in my palm like my fingers were magnetized. The overall effect was mighty impressive, and drew a gasp of despair from the already-wounded Jalen. 
 
    “You see this?” I asked, holding up the blade. When he didn’t respond, I added, “The first time you lie to me, I slice off one of your hands. Second time, you lose a foot. After that… I’ll get creative.” 
 
    He glanced between his thighs, cringing. “I’ll talk,” he babbled, his will completely broken. It disgusted me how weak he was. Bullies like him always crumbled the moment someone showed a bit of backbone—if I’d done this before, Regina might not be in the situation she’d fallen prey to. “Please! Don’t hurt me!” 
 
    “Where’s your wife?” I demanded. 
 
    A pained smile flickered across his face. “You see all this stuff?” he asked, gesturing around the ruined warehouse. 
 
    “I see it,” I grunted. “That Boar almost killed people today, Jalen. Maybe you should be more concerned about that, instead of the loss of a few boxes of goods…” 
 
    He laughed ruefully. “That’s the thing,” he said, spitting a gout of blood into the dirt as I held him up by his collar. “Those goods don’t belong to me! I was just holding them for the Vipers!” 
 
    Lyra stepped forward, fury on her face. “So you’re their fence,” she said, looking angrier than I’d ever seen her. “You’re the one who’s been helping them smuggle drugs through the town?” 
 
    “I didn’t know what they were,” Jalen protested, giving Lyra a venomous look. “And I didn’t ask,” he said, turning his gaze back to me. “The money was too good. But now look at me! I’m in deep shit! Regina was barely a down payment on what I owe—” 
 
    I slammed a fist into his gut. He went down on his hands and knees in the dirt, retching. 
 
    “Where are they taking her?” I asked, holding the scythe blade over his head. “Answer me!” 
 
    It was several moments before Jalen recovered enough to respond. “The Silent Auction,” he croaked, gasping into the dirt. 
 
    I had no idea what the words meant. But they provoked an immediate, extreme reaction from Lyra. 
 
    “You son of a bitch!” she roared, kicking him in the face. Jalen fell onto his ass, backing up before the sight of the severely pissed off redhead in front of him. “How could you!?” 
 
    As she advanced, I brought the scythe blade down between Lyra and Jalen. “Stop,” I commanded her. “I’ve got more questions for him. He’s no good to us unconscious.” 
 
    Lyra controlled herself with an effort. “We ought to put him in the ground,” she snarled, backing away a step. “Selling his own wife to the Silent Auction!” 
 
    “I feel like I’m missing something here,” I said, my gaze traveling from Jalen to Lyra. “We have silent auctions where I come from, but they’re generally pretty sedate affairs. Why is it so bad that that’s where Regina’s been sent?” 
 
    Lyra let out a harsh, flat laugh. “They call it the Silent Auction,” she explained, still glaring at Jalen, “because you aren’t supposed to talk about the things you’re bidding on. Drugs, exotic monsters—even people.” She shuddered. “Anna told me Hazel explained to you the forbidden method of Cultivation.” 
 
    “Right.” Taking the Core from another human being and harvesting it, the way you’d do to a monster. It was the sort of thing that would brand you as a murderer in this world—or worse. “But I thought you only got a Core when you reached Early Core Formation, and you have to be a Cultivator to get to that point. I didn’t think Regina was a Cultivator, either.”  
 
    Lyra shook her head. “She wasn’t. But there are still ways an evil Cultivator can use a human to grow in power, ways that don’t require their victims to have a Core. Sometimes evil Cultivators will go to the Silent Auction and… purchase a person,” she said, spitting into the dirt. “It’s the most evil form of murder and slavery, is what it is. It’s utterly fucking vile.” 
 
    For a few moments, all I could do was stare at Jalen. My hand went to my forehead. “Jesus Christ. Your own wife!?” 
 
    Something broke inside of Jalen. “It would’ve been me otherwise!” he shouted, his fingers digging into the packed earth beneath him. “That bitch caused this whole problem to begin with! If she hadn’t been a clumsy wench and let the Armored Boar out of its cage, I never would’ve ended up in hock to the Vipers—” 
 
    I’d heard more than enough. I smacked the man with the flat of my blade, sending him sprawling. He groaned in the dirt, more blood streaming from his nostrils. 
 
    “Do you know where this Silent Auction is?” I asked Lyra. 
 
    She nodded gravely. “Yes. I’ve heard of it, of course—you hear everything at the Hungry Herb—but I’ve never been there.” A frown spread across her face. “I’ll be changing that tonight.” 
 
    “Tonight?” 
 
    “If the Vipers abducted Regina this quickly, it must be because they intend to auction her off immediately. They probably already have a buyer—someone in town who either wants her as a slave, or wants to harvest her for dark Cultivation purposes. I don’t know which possibility is worse.” 
 
    I tried to picture the fresh-faced woman we’d met sobbing in the warehouse. I barely remembered her—it seemed impossible that someone should want to hurt her that badly. But then again, her husband had done most of the damage. 
 
    “Can you get us in?” I asked, glancing at the scythe in my hand. Perhaps I could smuggle Anna in as a weapon, keep her on my back. The townsfolk had seen the scythe, however, while I fought the Armored Boar. Perhaps they could identify me by it. 
 
    “Aye,” Lyra said, nodding again. Her gaze never traveled away from Jalen’s prone form—and her eyes never stopped being daggers of accusation, either. 
 
    Jalen groaned through the pain. “Leave me,” he said, beginning to weep. “Why did I ever marry that bitch? The Vipers will never forgive me now…” 
 
    I stalked over to him, the scythe in my hands. “You’ve got bigger problems than the Vipers,” I growled. 
 
    He cowered. For a few moments, I considered killing him. Anna’s voice was a bestial howl in my head, baying for blood. It would have been justice, maybe—of a sort. 
 
    I shook my head. “Pack up and leave town,” I said, lowering the scythe. 
 
    Jalen’s eyes filled with disbelief. “All my wares are here,” he protested, wiping blood away from his lips. 
 
    I brought the scythe an inch away from his face. “You leave town,” I snarled, “and you never come back. If Lyra, Anna or I ever see you again, you’re dead, you understand me? Get your shit, get out, and don’t look back.” 
 
    He nodded eagerly. “Sure! I… I was planning on lamming it, anyway! Before the Vipers get hold of me!” 
 
    “Good.” I turned away, twirling the scythe in my hands. “And don’t even think about hurting Regina—” 
 
    Something flashed past me in the darkness. A gurgle erupted from Jalen’s lips, and when I turned, a slender dagger protruded from his throat. The man’s eyes went wide with shock, his fingers feebly gripping at the hilt, then he fell over and was still. 
 
    “Lyra?” She stood there, framed against the open warehouse door like a vengeful goddess. “What the fuck?” 
 
    The redhead shrugged. “I saw him again,” she said simply. 
 
    The scythe shimmered in my hands, transforming back into my girlfriend Anna. She didn’t seem surprised in the least to find Jalen dead, the dagger protruding from his wattled neck. Anna sniffed at the sight of blood staining the man’s chest, giving him about as much attention as she would an animal she’d found run over by a car. 
 
    “I vaguely heard all that,” Anna said, rubbing the side of her head. “Something about an auction?” 
 
    Briefly, I outlined the story Jalen had told us. When I got to the part about the Silent Auction, her gaze hardened the same way Lyra’s had. “We have to stop it!” 
 
    “Agreed,” Lyra said with a nod. “The guards at the gate will let me into the auction—though they’ll no doubt tease me mercilessly about it—but they’d definitely stop you two from getting in. I’ve got an idea for how to get around that, though. We’ll need my cart.” 
 
    “Lead the way,” Anna said, ready and raring for action. Just then, my stomach gave a quite undignified rumble—I’d burned up quite a lot of Mana rushing over here. 
 
    Lyra laughed. “We’ll get you both something to chow down on while we travel, as well,” the redhead assured us both. “You’re going to need full access to your powers when we get to the Auction. This could very easily get ugly.” 
 
    I nodded. Despite the amount of combat experience Anna and I had between the two of us, the thought of fighting at the Silent Auction still sent me into a cold sweat. I’d fought monsters, sure—the Nippers, the Marsh Croc, the massive bulk of the Armored Boar—but those had been different. They hadn’t been people. Just rampaging beasts. 
 
    Did I have what it took to cut down human beings? Was I that savage? 
 
    If I don’t do it, I told myself, then an innocent woman will be sold into slavery. Or worse… 
 
    I thought about Guildmaster Ji, ripping Hazel’s Cultivation powers away. Forget the Armored Boar—people like him were the real monsters. The Boar, the Marsh Croc—they were just raging, defending their territory, or acting from shock. People like Ji enjoyed hurting other human beings, and that made them so much worse. 
 
    “You were right,” I said suddenly, startling my companions. 
 
    Lyra looked at me strangely. “Hell, I know I’m right,” she said, frowning. “About what?” 
 
    I gestured at Jalen. “For putting him down. Even a dog is better than a man like that.” 
 
    A sympathetic look spread across the redhead’s face. “Come on,” she said, putting an arm around my shoulder. “We’ve got lots of work to do before the night’s through. But it’ll be worth it. You two will be even bigger heroes than you were before, and you’ll earn the town’s undying gratitude.” 
 
    I stopped in the middle of the street. “And yours?” 
 
    Lyra grinned from ear to ear. “You’ve already got that,” she said, giving me a kiss. “Both of you do. I think you know that when you leave this town, I’m coming with you.” Her hands went to my waist. “But I hope you’ll stay a good long while. I do so love having you and Anna in my bed.” 
 
    I kissed her again, deeper this time. Were it not for the demands of the Silent Auction, that kiss might have developed into something even more fun—there was an alley right next to us, after all. But after a few moments of panting and groping, we separated. 
 
    “Rain check?” I asked. 
 
    Lyra slapped my ass. “You better believe it. Now let’s get that cart before people start asking questions. I don’t want the Vipers to get clued in that we’re coming.” 
 
    We made our way down the main thoroughfare, heading to the Hungry Herb. The revelry planned for us there would have to wait. We had a job to do. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As it turned out, Lyra’s plan was to drive right up to the gates and ask to be let in. She claimed she’d received several invitations to the Silent Auction from unscrupulous members of the Hollow Frog Guild, and had turned down every one. She figured she had a standing invitation to attend, which would get her inside. 
 
    The problem, of course, was that no one wanted to see Anna or me. Which was why we needed the cart. 
 
    “This sucks,” I grunted, tearing through a rice ball. Kij had packed the rice full of those spicy strips of fish I liked, which made the cramped confines of the cart only slightly more tolerable. “How much further is it to this place, anyway?” 
 
    I had a whole new appreciation for Hazel. The poor girl had ridden in the back of this cart through an entire Zone. Thirty minutes of it left me with aches and pains that would take days to work out. Every bump in the road and rock in the path made the whole thing jump and buck like an angry bronco, knocking Anna and me together. The two of us lay beneath a tarp, hidden among some excess barrels of Lyra’s beer, which made the whole thing even more difficult to endure. The summer night was balmy, and without the gentle breezes of the Verdant Ruins, as stuffy as a room with no windows. 
 
    “I keep telling you, you should let me turn back into a scythe.” Anna had already finished her rice ball, eating half of it, then handing the rest to me. She claimed she hadn’t burnt as much Mana as I had in the town, but I thought she just intended to spend most of any fight as my weapon and wanted me more charged up than her. “I wouldn’t feel this heat!” 
 
    “Yeah, but then I’d have to spend the whole trip listening to you screaming for blood,” I said, grinning at her. 
 
    Her hand strayed to my thigh. “I could spend the drive screaming something else,” she purred, a naughty look in her eyes. 
 
    The back of the cart slammed downward, as if an animal had landed on the back wheels. What the hell was that? 
 
    Anna froze, her eyes growing big and wide. “Lyra?” she asked, peeling back the edge of the tarp. “What kind of beasts are there in this section of the Zone?” 
 
    “Quiet now,” Lyra said without turning. “We’re almost to the Auction. I’m going to need you two to be as quiet as church mice.” 
 
    Anna pressed her body against mine, her eyes locked on the back half of the cart. Nothing moved over there, which slowly convinced me we’d just struck a rock or something in the path. Eventually I recovered enough to finish off my rice ball, and snuck a peek beyond the tarp to see our destination. 
 
    Toward the end of the path, a palisade of logs, almost like the ones surrounding the Hollow Frog Guild’s headquarters, stood out from a boggy marsh. The path continued into the swamp, a narrow pier made of thick boards stretching out over the water. It was just barely wide enough for the cart. The muffled sounds of the oxen’s hooves changed as we moved from dirt to wood. 
 
    The Silent Auction was anything but silent. Whoever set it up had turned an island in the center of the swamp into a meeting place, surrounding it with thick wooden walls. Lights streamed from it, illuminating thick plumes of swamp gas. The sounds of men laughing, screaming, arguing reached our ears through the marshy landscape as we drew closer. 
 
    Lyra edged the cart to a stop. I heard the sound of heavy boots treading the boards—guards. Anna and I snuggled closer, trying to be as quiet as possible. 
 
    “Lyra?” The guard sounded surprised. “So you’ve finally gotten off your high horse, huh? Decided to do a little wheeling and dealing with the rest of us?” 
 
    “Not at all.” The Mistress of the Hungry Herb Tavern managed to sound like a socialite who’d been forced to dine with her inferiors. “I require medicine for one of my barmaids. The apothecary is out, so I’m forced to procure it here.” 
 
    “Medicine.” That was the other guard, who turned the word into a snicker. “Shockleaf, more like. Got some girls who need to stay focused all hours, Lyra? You getting into the oldest trade?” 
 
    I felt the waves of disgust rolling off her body, yet Lyra stayed firm. “Enough. It’s humiliating enough to be here. May I pass?” 
 
    My heart jumped into my throat. The cart moved a few inches, the oxen walking back and forth as if they were just as eager to be on their way. 
 
    “Hold on,” the first guard grunted. “What have you got in the cart, Lyra?” 
 
    I heard her snort. “What do I always have in the cart, Tadd? It’s beer. You know the value of a pint, as do I. I brought it to trade for the medicine.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” The guard’s voice moved down the side of the cart, his footfalls thudding on the boards. “Looks like you got quite a few barrels there, Ly. How much of this ‘medicine’ do you think you’re going to need?” 
 
    A catch entered Lyra’s voice. I hoped the guards didn’t notice it. “I am expected inside,” she growled, affecting an even haughtier tone. “I’m going to be late for the auction block if you don’t stop prattling on and let me unload my goods.” 
 
    “Sure, sure,” the guard said breezily. “Just give me a minute.” 
 
    Anna and I tensed. The voice was right next to us now. If he pulled back the tarp… 
 
    The man rapped a barrel right next to my head. Only a supreme effort of will kept me from crying out. My hand clasped around Anna’s mouth, stilling her surprised cry. 
 
    “Sure sounds like liquid,” the guard said with a laugh. His voice moved further down the cart, toward the back, and Anna and I relaxed. “Alright, Ly. I’m glad to finally see you here, you know? Been too long, you walking around thinking you’re better than everybody else…” 
 
    The guard trailed off. I heard something rustling at the back of the cart. 
 
    “Hey,” the guard snapped. “What are you trying to pull—” 
 
    Silence. The moment stretched out, became two, with not a single sound save for the crickets in the swamp. 
 
    “Uh, Tadd?” The second guard moved around the other side of the cart, his footsteps more hesitant than his partner. “You okay, buddy—” 
 
    The second guard let out a gurgle and went still. Anna and I shared a confused look. What the hell? 
 
    We threw back the tarp. Both guards lay dead on the ground, their throats neatly slit from ear to ear. Standing over them, a deep scowl on her face, was Hazel. 
 
    “Oh,” she said flatly, her gaze traveling from Lyra to the two of us. “I guess she brought you two along, as well.” 
 
    Something clicked in my head. “That was you climbing into the cart,” I realized, remembering the strange bump as we approached the gates. “You were waiting for a way in.” 
 
    Hazel turned to the gate. With the two guards dead, no one was watching the entrance. “Guildmaster Ji’s somewhere in there,” she said, grimacing. “They say he visits the brothel every Silent Auction, picks up two or three girls.” She twirled her knives. “Tonight’s going to be his last visit.” 
 
    Lyra twisted around in her seat. When she saw Hazel, her face went as pale as milk. “You,” she gasped. Then, at the sight of the dead guards, “Fuck.” 
 
    Hazel seemed unperturbed by Lyra’s shock. She climbed back onto the cart, holding on and gesturing at the entrance with her chin. “We should get back beneath this,” she said, gesturing at Anna and me. “They won’t discover the dead guards for a while, but they will discover them. Eventually.” 
 
    “You should have stayed in the tavern,” Lyra protested. “You’ve been stripped of your powers, Hazel. You shouldn’t be here—” 
 
    “But I am,” she said, slipping beneath the tarp with a shrug. “Are you going to help me get closer, or not?” 
 
    Lyra stared into space for a few moments, as if wondering how she’d made it to this point in her life. She looked over at me, as if giving the decision over to my wisdom. 
 
    I was more than happy to have her with us. Even without her powers, I knew Hazel to be one hell of a fierce fighter. 
 
    “Shit—come on,” I growled, kicking the dead guards into the bog. They sank beneath the surface as the three of us scrambled beneath the tarp, hiding ourselves from prying eyes. 
 
    Once she was underneath the fabric with us, scrunched up against our bodies, Hazel seemed almost cheerful. “So what are you three here for?” she asked, keeping her voice low as the cart started forward. “You got a grudge against someone in the Auction, too?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Bandits kidnapped someone—a friend, I suppose.” I leaned back to hide any lumps from the tarp. “They’re going to sell her as a slave in the Auction tonight. I promised the woman’s sister I wouldn’t let that happen.” 
 
    Hazel absorbed all this with a nod. One thing I really liked about the blonde warrior—she didn’t need to hear my justifications. For her, morality was simple. I told her we were going to rescue someone, and she accepted it without question. Even though such a thing looked more ridiculous by the moment. 
 
    “I’m sorry we haven’t spoken to you as much,” Anna said, looking guilty. “We’ve just been busy…” 
 
    “Yeah,” Hazel said with a smirk, peering through a tear in the tarp as we entered the fortress. “I’ve heard about you two and Lyra. Dual Cultivating, right? Sounds like a lot of fun…” 
 
    A bold impulse seized me. “You should try it,” I said, ignoring Anna’s gasp. “We turned Lyra into a Cultivator, Hazel. After our threesome, she can cast water magic—and transform into a weapon. I bet we could give you back your powers. Hell, we might even kick start them to a whole other level.” 
 
    Hazel’s smirk grew more lopsided. “If we make it out of this alive, I might just take you up on that,” she said with a nod. “Shit, I had no idea when I pulled you two out of the woods that I’d still be hanging out with you. There’s something different about you and Anna, Eric. Something I can’t put my finger on…” 
 
    The cart rumbled off the dirt and onto paved stones. “Eliezer’s influence,” I guessed, thinking about the old man who called himself the Peak Supreme God. What was he up to now? 
 
    Hazel giggled and shook her head. “Nah. It’s just that so many people in this Zone are assholes, it’s almost a shock when you meet someone nice for a change.” 
 
    With that, she leaned over and kissed me—hard and fast. 
 
    “I wish I’d joined you two that night in the cabin,” she admitted, her eyes dancing with mischief. “We make it out of this, I want a do-over.” 
 
    “Yes ma’am,” Anna groaned, her voice lusty with need. “Eric and I will be more than happy to give you one.” 
 
    The sound of voices grew ever closer. As I cocked my head, they resolved into the rapid-fire patter of an auctioneer, taking bids from an eager crowd. From the sound of the man’s voice, they were selling some sort of exotic beast in a cage—but I knew it wouldn’t be long until they started in on the slaves. The crowd grew more liquored up all the time, rowdier with each passing minute. 
 
    “This looks like our stop,” I said, peering through the tarp. A sinking feeling filled my gut as I realized—nothing stood between Lyra’s cart and the auction block save for a soccer field’s worth of empty space and drunk patrons. My half-formed plan of somehow sneaking through the Silent Auction and pulling Regina back to the cart began to dissolve. 
 
    Anna realized it a moment after I did. “We’re going to have to fight,” she said, gritting her teeth. 
 
    “I’ll make you a deal,” Hazel said, scooting back on her knees. “I hate slavery just as much as you two do. I’ll help you save this girl—and in exchange, you back me up when I go against Guildmaster Ji. Deal?” 
 
    I thought about it—for about two seconds. “Deal,” I said, grabbing her hand. Hazel was a good friend—hopefully soon to be more than just a friend—and I didn’t want to let her down. “Let’s get these assholes.” 
 
    As if we’d planned it ahead of time, Lyra stood up in her seat. “Excuse me!” the Mistress of the Hungry Herb Tavern roared, startling the auction crowd into silence. From further off, I heard the sounds of moans and grunts from far-off tents: what Hazel had referred to as the Silent Auction’s brothels. Guildmaster Ji would be there for sure. 
 
    Let’s hope he’s balls-deep in some whore and doesn’t realize what’s going on until too late, I thought, readying myself to strike. “Anna, could you—” 
 
    “On it,” my girlfriend said, already beginning to shimmer. Hazel watched the light show with a hint of jealousy, giving me a nod as Anna transformed into the scythe. 
 
    “I don’t think I’ve told you,” Hazel purred, savoring the moment. “Your woman—she makes a damn fine killing machine.” 
 
    “So do you,” I said with a laugh. “Here we go.” 
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    “I must ask you,” Lyra yelled, her hands around her mouth, “to cease the Auction immediately—” 
 
    Hazel and I tugged back the tarp, springing into action. 
 
    In a flash, the entire Auction lay revealed to my gaze. Within an instant, my new senses took in the whole grim scene.  
 
    The Silent Auction’s main attraction took place on a large raised platform, surrounded by cages. A few of the creatures inside of the cages were recognizably human—most, however, were not. Beasts from the Verdant Ruins and outlying Zones snarled against the bars of their prisons, rare specimens that would fetch top prices from those who collected Beast Cores. Along with a few decoys, of course, for Cultivator-on-Cultivator warfare. 
 
    Behind those lay a line of dirty, beaten-down people, kept in line by a big man with a whip. A group of men and women waited for their turn to be auctioned off as sex slaves or human sacrifices, enduring the humiliation of being less important than selling monsters and dumb beasts. I recognized one face instantly: Jalen’s wife, Regina. Her eyes were washed with a dull, glazed expression, as if Jalen had drugged her prior to handing her over to the Vipers. None of the people in line resisted: they’d been smacked down enough not to try. 
 
    That was about to change. 
 
    The auctioneer was a heavy-set man in crimson robes, with a scraggly white beard that dipped almost all the way to his knees. That beard bobbed back and forth as his jowls shook, his surprise at seeing intruders evident on his face. 
 
    “A Cultivator!” he gasped, pointing at me with a scowl. “Someone stop that man!” 
 
    Too late, I thought, readying Anna in my arms. Let’s cause some fucking chaos. 
 
    Between Lyra’s cart and the raised platform lay several rows of chairs, arranged like the seats in a theater. Not all of the attendees had turned around in their seats yet to see the newcomers—but most had. In their faces I recognized businessmen, gang leaders, human traffickers.  
 
    Did that give me a moment’s pause? I 
 
    No, I didn’t hesitate. I waded into the aisles as men drew their weapons, the scythe flashing in my hand. 
 
    Rarely had Anna ever had such a clear-cut enemy to fight. Killing monsters brought its own sense of melancholy afterwards: the feeling that you’d killed a noble creature who’d only been defending itself. With these men, we felt no such compassion. These were the lowest of the low: slavers, abusers, sex traffickers. My first swing killed three, severing the arteries in their necks like the tie on a balloon, and Anna screamed with orgasmic bliss inside my skull. 
 
    Behind me, a man with a knife leapt at Hazel. Without her ability to Cultivate, the blonde warrior moved like someone with a brain injury trying to walk again for the first time. Still, she was more man than anyone else here. As the bastard advanced on her, Hazel dipped low and plucked a second knife from his belt. 
 
    His own steel killed him, buried hilt-deep in his eye. I roared at the sight, bloodlust tinting my view red. 
 
    I swung again, severing the head from a man who hadn’t even turned around—his gaze had remained fixed on the slaves, counting his future profits even as he died. Two heavies from the Hollow Frog Guild managed to make it to their feet, twin crossbows held in their trembling hands. A twang split the night air as two bolts soared, aimed at my heart. They pinged off Anna’s blade, falling to the ground. 
 
    It was as if I’d set off some secret signal. At the sight of a move that shouldn’t have been possible, the crowd finally realized what they were up against. The few men who’d risen to fight chose discretion, bolting from the Auction square with fearful looks in their eyes. They ran for their lives, and as they ran, I cut them down from behind. 
 
    So this was what Eliezer had been talking about! With Mana surging in my veins, the men before me seemed to be moving in slow motion. Their feeble attempts to bring me down with blade, axe, or arrow felt like children taking their first hesitant steps into the world compared to my sure, swift blows. I’d never used my powers on human beings before—my Cultivation had been solely reserved for monsters. As I cut men down, Anna howling with bliss after every righteous kill, I admit I felt no remorse. This was justice. 
 
    No wonder people fear Cultivators, I thought as I bisected a mercenary through the chest with Anna’s blade. Compared to regular humans, I’m the monster. They’re falling before me like fucking wheat. 
 
    The Black Core pulsed inside my chest. Was it responsible for this feeling inside of me, or did it merely amplify what had been there all along? I thought of Anna, who’d been such a safe, practical girl before Cultivation turned her into my personal bad girl and my blood-craving death scythe. How much of that had been buried inside of her, waiting to be released? How much of it had been inside me? 
 
    Good questions—for another time. 
 
    Wading deeper into the crowd, I twirled Anna around me in a whistling arc that left shredded flesh beneath my feet. I kept on advancing, step by unhurried step, toward the raised platform. The auctioneer had gone catatonic with fright, backing across the platform on his wizened ass. The beasts in their cages smelled the blood, felt the carnage, and attacked their cages even harder. 
 
    “Someone get Guildmaster Ji!” the auctioneer begged, trying and failing to raise his voice above the crowd. “Get Vargas the Cultivator! Get anyone—!” 
 
    He backed up another step. His shoulders bumped the bars of a cage—one containing a large, scaled lizard with a feathery fringe around its neck. It looked like one of the velociraptors from Jurassic Park, if it had decided to get all fancy and go to velociraptor prom. 
 
    The thing reached through the bars and bit the auctioneer’s head off, as quick as thought. 
 
    Blood poured from the stump as the man gurgled. His arms and legs flailed helplessly as the dinosaur chowed down, devouring his face and skull. His dying screams echoed against the creature’s tongue as it lapped up his blood and brains, the monster’s beady eyes flashing with triumph. 
 
    “Regina!” I roared, lifting the scythe. All we had to do was get Martha’s sister, get back on the cart, and we could be out of here. They’d be talking about this raid for weeks in every Zone near here. “Let her go, slaver, and I’ll let you live!” 
 
    The man guarding the human slaves took one look at me and bolted. The harried men and women he’d been keeping track of watched him go with looks of disbelief, then raced across the auction platform toward freedom. They were so intent on getting away, they didn’t notice how agitated the rest of the beasts in their cages had become. 
 
    “Wait!” I cried, holding up my scythe. “Don’t—” 
 
    Too late. The velociraptor grabbed a passing slave and chomped into the poor man’s neck, spraying blood across the bars. Other fleeing slaves reared backward as beasts reached through their cages, nowhere near as safe to approach as they’d appeared. To my very great relief, Regina was near the back of the pack. She stopped behind the cages, as if unsure how to proceed. 
 
    “Stay there!” I yelled, slashing through a man who’d dared raise a slender dagger against me. “I’m coming—!” 
 
    But a feminine cry from behind me caught my attention. Five men had encircled Hazel, judging the blonde warrior to be easier meat than me. She held them at arm’s length, ducking and weaving like a champion prizefighter. Even with her Cultivation ripped away, Hazel proved to be a formidable fighter. 
 
    Not formidable enough, though, I thought, turning back from the auction platform. “Hey, assholes! Why not pick on someone your own size!?” 
 
    One of the men turned away from Hazel, lifting a two-handed sword. The scythe went up and over his head, hooking into his back from behind. Like a stagehand pulling a bad performer offstage, I tugged, ripping through blood and bone. His surprised look stayed frozen on his face as he toppled, torn in two. 
 
    Then I was back-to-back with Hazel, surrounded by enemies. “I don’t need your help,” the blonde warrior said, her voice edging into a laugh. “I was doing just fine on my own!” 
 
    “Sure,” I said, slamming the butt-end of my scythe into a man’s midsection. Another thug in Hollow Frog Guild gear swung a katana at my neck, only to feel it deflected by the tip of the scythe’s curved blade. “In fact, I agree! I just didn’t want you to rack up a higher kill count than me!” 
 
    I felt Hazel’s smirk more than saw it. “You afraid to get beaten by a woman?” she asked, tossing a dagger into a Hollow Frog member’s eyes. 
 
    “Not at all,” I said. A man slipped past Hazel’s guard, insanity dancing in his eyes. He carried a dagger in his sweating fingers, only to drop it as the edge of Anna’s scythe slashed through his throat all the way to his spine. “Technically, every time I kill someone, Anna’s killing them, too. So a woman will beat me either way.” 
 
    Hazel danced around a man in black robes, then slammed her foot onto the edge of his garment. He stumbled, giving her time to get a knife beneath his chin, and that was all she wrote. “I see. You’re just trying to help your girlfriend! What a chivalrous guy!” 
 
    Both of us whirled to face each other. Around us, all of our attackers had fallen dead, or were busy dying on the ground. Hazel’s cheeks were as hot as an open oven, flushed with exertion. The lust for battle filled her eyes, warring with her obvious lust for me. 
 
    “You could be my girlfriend, too,” I said. It was the kind of declaration the old me would never have had the balls to make—but I was different now. New. “Anna and I could give you your powers back, Hazel. I swear it. A woman like you deserves to rule this world, not be stepped on by disgusting pigs like Guildmaster Ji!” 
 
    Huh? Where was this coming from? It felt almost as if my Black Core spoke for me. That strange sensation I’d had inside of Hazel’s tent sang in my veins, setting my pulse thrumming like a hummingbird’s wings. Suddenly things felt clear, sharp, almost as if I’d become a weapon myself. 
 
    We deserved to rule. If this was what passed for leadership in the Verdant Ruins Zone, then it needed a change of management. Anna, Lyra, Hazel and I—we weren’t just warriors. We could be gods. We could even challenge Eliezer. 
 
    For a moment, I knew the same thoughts danced in Hazel’s mind. She opened her mouth to say yes: to the sex, the cultivation, the ruling over the universe. All of it. 
 
    Before she could, Lyra screamed. 
 
    “Eric! Hazel! Watch out! Something’s coming!” 
 
    The older woman stood atop her cart, pointing at a bank of tents on the far side of the Silent Auction. From the lack of people screaming and running on that side of the island, I took it that news of the carnage going on at the auction block hadn’t yet spread to the more private tents. 
 
    Yet a solitary figure strode out from between them. A man with an ageless face and a long handlebar mustache, his robes fashioned from rich black-and-crimson silks. He didn’t look like much: yet at the sight of him, I froze in my tracks. 
 
    Mana pooled around his body—lots of Mana. Far more than I’d be capable of holding on my own. 
 
    A Cultivator, then. And a powerful one. 
 
    I didn’t recognize the man, but Hazel clearly did. She swore, twisting to the side with the answer to my question dying on her lips. “Shit,” she muttered. “That’s Vargus.” 
 
    “Who?” I watched as Hazel dropped to her knees, tugging a dagger free from a corpse. 
 
    I focused on him, and text appeared in front of me.  
 
      
 
    Cultivator Detected! 
 
    Realm 1: Level 3: Stage 3 (Late Core Foundation) 
 
      
 
    “Vargas,” Hazel replied. “He’s Guildmaster Ji’s right hand man. A Late Core Foundation.” An almost unnoticeable tremor passed through her body. “He’s strong, Eric. Very strong.” 
 
    I could have told her that. The man’s beady eyes took in the ruined square, the pile of corpses laying before Hazel and me. His gaze grew questioning for a moment as he saw the scythe in my hand, then I watched an almost imperceptible shrug lift his robes. Not a problem, he seemed to be thinking. 
 
    “Cultivator,” the man called Vargus said, giving me a quick bow. “You are not welcome here.” 
 
    I twirled the scythe in my hands. I tried my best to project a confident, cocky appearance, yet this man had rattled me. He stood at least two rungs up the ladder above me when it came to Cultivation. Peak Supreme God Eliezer might have said the man’s knowledge barely outshone my own, but I held very little doubt he could kick my ass in a straight magic fight. 
 
    “I’m here to free your slaves,” I said, jerking my thumb back at the auction block. 
 
    Vargus stood on tiptoe, sniffing at the sight of the beasts in their cages. The velociraptor continued chewing on the unlucky male slave, intent on devouring his entire body. 
 
    “It looks to me like you got several of them killed,” he said, his eyes going hard. 
 
    Hazel had heard more than enough. “Where’s your master?” she demanded to know, readying her daggers. “Where the fuck is Ji?” 
 
    Vargus chuckled low in his throat. “He’s busy,” the Cultivator said. “The Guildmaster of the Hollow Frog Guild wouldn’t bother dealing with vermin like you himself—it would only give you more legitimacy. Once I wipe all of you out, I’ll return to him and report my success. He should be nearly finished with his women by then.” 
 
    “Whores,” I said, pointing the scythe at the Cultivator. 
 
    Vargus snickered. His gaze lingered on Hazel, then indicated Lyra as well. “You should talk,” he said, lights flashing around his fingers. I felt a shift in the air around the square, as if a great deal of Mana had been pulled into the man’s body. The barometric pressure dropped around us, like a killer storm was on the way. 
 
    “Eric,” Lyra warned, still on top of the cart. “Look out—” 
 
    Lightning shot from the man’s fingers. 
 
      
 
    Vargus Cast Lightning Storm! 
 
      
 
    A bolt of pure electricity left Vargus’s outstretched hands. He didn’t bother aiming at me—that would have been the manly, honorable thing to do. Instead, he pointed his spell directly at Lyra’s cart. 
 
    The redhead had just enough time to jump as the whole thing went up in flames. Sparks flew over the barrels of alcohol, igniting the whole thing in an instant. Lyra landed wrong; one ankle gave out beneath her, sending her to the ground in a groaning heap. 
 
    “No!” I roared, closing the distance. “Leave her alone!” 
 
    “You brought them here,” Vargus pronounced. He sounded like a judge—a particularly vicious one. “Their health is your responsibility, Cultivator. Or have you not learned these things yet?” 
 
    “Fuck you!” I raced to Lyra’s side, but she waved me off. I stood between her and the Cultivator, shielding her from further attack. “If hurting innocents is what being a member of the Hollow Frog Guild is all about, then I’m glad I’ve never learned your lessons!” 
 
    Vargus looked taken aback. “What Clan do you belong to, then, whelp?” 
 
    I looked around me. At my women. My family. 
 
    “Clan Hyde,” I snickered, twirling my scythe. “You’re about to be our first scalp, Vargus. Run while you can—!” 
 
    As that last can rung out over the Auction grounds, I charged forward with the scythe held in a low grip. Anna screamed in my skull, her mental legs spread wide at the thought of slicing the arrogant Cultivator to shreds. Vargus stood there, his arms folded in his robes, watching as I approached. 
 
    He didn’t even bother dodging. I brought the scythe in a great overhand arc, intending to slam it down like a mining pick right through his forehead. 
 
    I swung—only for the air around Vargus to coalesce into jelly. Sparks erupted around the man’s body as if I were trying to grind my scythe against stone. Cords of muscle stood out on my arms as I pushed harder, desperate to crack this strange electrified shield. 
 
    “Fuck him up!” Anna roared, fully demonic in my brain. “Make that fucker bleed, baby! Wade through his blood for me!” 
 
    Vargus blinked. The world exploded with pain. 
 
    More lightning arced through the scythe, frying me from the inside out. As a kid, one of the outlets in my grandma’s house had had its casing fall off due to disrepair, leaving the bare electrical conduit exposed. Wanting to be a good kid, I’d tried to fix the thing for her without telling her—only for my bare finger to graze the circuit and nearly send me to the hospital. 
 
    That pain was a candle’s flame next to the bonfire Vargus sent scorching through my body. I nearly dropped Anna, which would have been the death of me. As it was, I barely managed to back away, twisting the scythe to reflect as many bolts of the strange lightning as I could. 
 
    “So weak,” Vargus said with a snicker. “You think a fancy weapon can substitute for years of Cultivation, boy? You are learning now that your powers are nothing—” 
 
    A knife slammed into the Cultivator’s side. While he’d been busy pontificating, Hazel crept up and dealt him a sneak attack. 
 
    “Fuck you, you son of a bitch!” Hazel roared. Her other hand held an identical dagger, aimed at Vargus’s throat. She’d nearly made the cut when the Cultivator’s body exploded with a wave of static force. Hazel shot away from him like a bullet from a gun, leaving a trench in the ground from the impact. 
 
    Words emerged in my sight: 
 
      
 
    Vargus Casts Static Pulse! 
 
      
 
    Okay, I thought, regrouping. He’s got lightning for long range, and up close he can push people away with a static blast. Shit, that doesn’t leave much in the way of weaknesses, does it? 
 
    Having bested two foes without breaking a sweat, Vargus rocked back on his heels and gestured for me to approach. “Come on, then,” he said, sounding more smug by the moment. “Guildmaster Ji would like confirmation of your death before he finishes coming inside of his favorite girl. It’s my hope that the news of Hazel’s passing will send him over the edge.” 
 
    What a disgusting thought. For a moment, I worried Hazel truly was dead, but the blonde warrior managed to rise to her feet. She’d almost gotten Vargus, but he wouldn’t fall for that trick a second time. Still, he was bleeding. 
 
    As if only now realizing that himself, Vargus put a hand to the wound. Sparks trickled from his fingers into the rent in his garments, healing the dagger’s gash. It didn’t seem like it worked very well—Vargas’s powers were offensive, not defensive. Not at all like my Blossom, or Mana Shield… 
 
    Huh. I grinned. Maybe there’s something there after all. 
 
    Before he could finish healing up, I charged. Vargas looked up from contemplation of his wound, snickering as I approached. I could feel him charging up another one of those lightning attacks—just like when the Marsh Croc used Gust, being attacked by an aspect of Cultivation gave me greater knowledge of it for next time. Unlike with the Croc, I wasn’t about to split my focus on concentrate on Comprehending his spells, though. No, all my focus had to be on taking Vargus down. 
 
    Just a little closer, I thought, swinging the scythe like I was about to do something truly fancy with it. Stay smug, you bastard. Tell yourself I’m going to do the same thing twice. 
 
    The gambit fooled Vargus. He charged up his attack, arms outstretched as if he were waiting to give me a hug. “Come on with it!” he roared, laughing. 
 
    When I was two steps away from him, I shifted Anna’s stance in my arms. Gripping her with both hands, I tossed her to Vargas. “Catch!” 
 
    The befuddled Cultivator did just that. Anna fell into his arms, still in scythe form, cutting his lightning spell off before it could be cast. I reached for my Mana and struck. 
 
      
 
    Eric Casts Mana Shield! 
 
      
 
    The twin shields sprang to life over my hands, just as they had in the market garden. With his attention on the scythe, Vargas barely had time to look up as I socked him in the face. 
 
    His jaw snapped to the side. I heard teeth break in his mouth. Blood streamed from his nose as it collapsed against his skull, shattering like a plate-glass window. 
 
    I followed it up with a punch to the gut. He doubled over in pain, dropping Anna to the dirt. The scythe shimmered as it slipped backward, reverting to the form of my girlfriend Anna in full-on demonic mode. She licked her lips, fangs flashing in her mouth as she watched me go. 
 
    “Holy shit, yes!”Anna roared. “Kill him, baby! Kill him!” 
 
    I struck again and again. I could’ve done this all day—I barely even felt the impact of each punch. Vargas sure as shit did, though. Each strike broke bone, shattered cartilage, dealt the kind of damage that would take ages to heal through magic. The man looked like a sack of meat. 
 
    Vargas screamed.  
 
      
 
    Vargus Casts Static Pulse! 
 
      
 
    A wave of force erupted from his body, shoving me backward. I landed in the dirt next to Anna, staring up at the starry sky as I tried to remember what I’d been doing a moment ago. 
 
    Suddenly there were three women looking down at me. Lyra limped over, along with Hazel. All three of them begged me to get back on my feet. What the hell? 
 
    I sat up—and my stomach dropped into my ass. Lightning flowed across Vargas’s body, charged up with a level of Mana beyond my imagining. The wounds I’d dealt him—enough to kill an ordinary human—faded away before the magic, bringing him right back to full health. 
 
    “You infants,” the man snarled, charging up more and more power. “It’s been fun playing with you—making you believe you actually had a chance against me. But now it’s time for the adults in the room to finish this.” 
 
    I’d have sworn the man grew larger from the infusion of Mana. Sparks flew from his eyes as he prepared another one of those jaw-rattling static shocks—this one would do more than just knock us backward. He meant to kill all of us, and leave no survivors. 
 
    “Anna, to me,” I said, holding out a hand. No wave of light came. “Anna?” 
 
    My girlfriend shook her head. She looked like a dishrag that had been thoroughly wrung out to dry. “I’m tapped,” she said, sweat covering her face and forehead. 
 
    “Eric.” Lyra tugged at my robes. “You have to use me.” 
 
    I looked down at her fractured ankle. “You’re in no condition to fight, Lyra. You should get the girls on the cart and get out of here! I’ll hold back Vargas as long as I can—!” 
 
    She slapped me. She actually slapped me! 
 
    “This is what I was born to do,” Lyra said, her eyes burning fiercely in her gorgeous face. “You made me a Cultivator, young man. The least I can do to pay you back is to save your life.” 
 
    I watched Vargas cackle, drawing more energy into his body. “I don’t think we can make up the gap,” I said, despair filling me. 
 
    Lyra’s hand squeezed mine. “Remember our time in the garden, Eric?” 
 
    How could I forget? That evening had been pure magic—first the threesome with Lyra, then Cultivating out behind the Hungry Herb Tavern. I’d enjoyed it so much, even though we’d torn up most of the plants… 
 
    Wait. 
 
    We’d torn them all up. 
 
    When I channeled through my girls, they got stronger. 
 
    “Change for me,” I growled, gripping Lyra tight. “This is the only shot we’ve got!” 
 
    The redhead grinned—and shimmered like a vision from an acid trip, transforming in an instant into the form of the Snake Spear. She felt good in my hands, like she wanted to be there. Like there was no other place in the world she’d rather be. 
 
    “Another weapon?” Vargas laughed. “Fancy toys, boy. No substitute for raw power!” 
 
    The world darkened around Vargas. Bolts of lightning struck the ground all around him, forming a ball of pure lightning energy around his body. It was like he’d put both of his spells together, layering them on top of each other like a fancy cake. 
 
    I raced toward him, the Spear at the ready. The world fell away, calm filling my senses. I sensed the world around me, becoming one with it, and asked the life around me to provide me with as much Mana as possible. 
 
    It flowed through the Snake Spear—the weapon that was a woman. 
 
    In the same way that Lyra and I—or Anna and I, or Anna and Lyra and I—became something more than ourselves when we were together in the bedroom, Lyra and I combined into something else as Mana flowed through us both. Something Vargas had never seen before. Something no one had seen for centuries. 
 
    My secret weapon from Eliezer. 
 
    My Dual Weapon Cultivation. 
 
      
 
    Eric Casts Hydro Blast! 
 
      
 
    A wall of water shot from the Snake Spear, crashing into Vargas with hurricane force. The lightning surrounding him tried its best to envelop the flow, crush it, but it split his bolts again and again. His electricity fizzled, sparking out like an overheated circuit. I thought of having to flip the fuse box on and off as a kid when using the microwave and laughed. 
 
    “What!?” Vargas’s incoherence turned to rage. “You haven’t attained this level of power! How did you do this!?” 
 
    “That’s for me to know,” I said, shifting energy through Lyra’s spear, “and you to find out.” 
 
    A surge of Mana flowed through me: 
 
      
 
    Eric Casts Blossom! 
 
      
 
    The grass at Vargas’s feet erupted in a flood of vines. Within moments, they’d grown around the lower half of his body, rooting him to the spot. He tugged at the thick ropes of plant matter again and again, struggling to free himself, but they grew faster than he could destroy them. Screams filled the auction square as he tried his best to escape. Blossom wasn’t as powerful as it would have been had I cast it through Anna’s scythe, but it was still boosted by channeling it through Lyra’s spear, and more than enough to keep Vargus contained. 
 
    “You whelp!” More sparks flew from Vargas’s body. “How dare you!” 
 
    The sky darkened. Black clouds rolled in above our heads, a light pattering of rain falling on the Silent Auction. Something had just changed in the air. 
 
    Look out, Lyra yelled inside my head. He’s about to do something, Eric! Hit him first! 
 
    I charged forward. A wall of static erupted from Vargas, pushing me to the dirt. Then another, and another. I slid back further and further each time, pushed by the incredible static force of a truly pissed off Cultivator. 
 
    Other things shot back along with me. Chairs, bodies—anything at all that had been in the square. Vargas shoved them all away, nearly blind with rage. Power surged through him, a dangerous amount of power. This fight might very well kill him—but it would kill me first. 
 
    “Eric—oof!” That was a voice I hadn’t heard since we arrived—Regina’s. The wife of Jalen was tossed from the auction block as another of Vargas’s powerful waves rocked the island. The cages holding the beasts tilted, shook—and fell. One of the cages, bent already beyond recognition, snapped open as it toppled to the side. 
 
    The velociraptor was free. 
 
    The moment it broke loose from the cage, it brought its friends with it. The feathered dinosaur struck the other cages, snapping their locks with its powerful jaws. More beasts emerged—some of the most powerful to exist in the Zone. The rare beasts Hazel and her ilk hunted were all represented here. 
 
    And they were pissed. 
 
    Regina and the other slaves dove for cover as the animals charged. A whole herd of monsters, with the velociraptor at their head, shot through the space where a few moments ago amoral humans had been bidding on their Cores and their lives. I ran, scooping up Anna and helping her as I carried Lyra in my arms. Hazel followed, booking it for what was left of the cart. 
 
    But one person couldn’t move a muscle. Vargas. 
 
    I watched as the herd approached, making no move to slow. The Cultivator struggled against the blossoming flowers, lightning singing through their branches, but he was too slow.  
 
    “No!” Vargas screamed. “No! Go away, you beasts! Go awaaaay…!” 
 
    Vargas disappeared in a thundering herd of monsters. They trampled him beneath hoof and horn, crunching him to dust beneath their powerful legs. As the monsters reached the line of tents on the far side of the island, I noted the blood covering their bodies. Vargas’s blood. 
 
    It sobered me up quickly. “We need to get out of here,” I said, shoving Anna and Hazel onto the cart. “Lyra, get up girl! We need your help!” 
 
    The Snake Spear shimmered in the air, returning to the form of the sexy older woman. This time, she remembered everything clearly—she didn’t need any coaxing to climb into her seat and get us started. One of the oxen lay dead from Vargas’s lightning attack, and I pulled off its yoke with a grunt. 
 
    “Go,” I growled, turning back to the auction block. “I need to get Regina.” 
 
    Lyra shook her head. “We’re not leaving without you!” 
 
    Hazel shot up from the backseat. “Fuck that! I’m not leaving without Ji!” 
 
    Fuck! The Guildmaster! Monsters plunged into the warren of tents, scattering onlookers and munching down on those hidden beneath. If Guildmaster Ji was still inside a tent, busy with two whores, the chances were good he’d get killed by one of those creatures. Still, I knew Hazel wanted to do it herself. 
 
    “If he makes it out of this alive, I swear I’ll help you take him down,” I told Hazel, meaning it with all my heart. “But we’ve got to go. Now. Or we’re all dead!” 
 
    Just then, a panting figure raced up to the smoking cart. Her face was so blackened with soot and dirt that it took several moments for me to realize I was looking at Regina. 
 
    “It’s you,” she said, embracing me from behind. “I knew you wouldn’t leave me, Eric. Thank you, thank you!” 
 
    With a grunt, I shoved the young woman into the back of the cart. The few barrels that remained were smoking wrecks, but no one was of a mind to complain.  
 
    “Get us out of here,” I commanded Lyra. 
 
    “Gladly.” A savage smirk rose to the redhead’s face as the cart took off. “You’ve done good work here tonight, Eric. Saved the girl, killed some slavers, ended the Auction. Even if Guildmaster Ji survives, you’ve killed his best lieutenant—and put the fear of the Gods back into the man. Things in this Zone will never be the same.” 
 
    We made it back across the water. By the time we reached the far bank, what remained of the Silent Auction lay in flames. The beasts Vargas’s spell had freed scattered to the winds, swimming or running through the swamp into the Zone proper. Cultivators will have their work cut out for them bringing those things down, I thought, remembering the vicious velociraptor. But then again, I’m a Cultivator now. Easy money… 
 
    Yet as I sat on the ruined cart, surrounded by my women, I realized it was about more than money. More than power, even—though I wanted that very badly. This was about family. 
 
    My new family. 
 
    The one I’d fight to protect. 
 
    And if Ji wanted to take that away… well—I’d show him just how powerful a woman who transforms into a weapon could be. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We limped back to Lyra’s town on one oxen, the cart rattling like it might fall apart at any moment. Somehow it managed to hold on until we reached the front door of the Hungry Herb Tavern, then a bolt inside gave and the back of the cart buckled inward. The five of us climbed out, giggling as the whole thing turned into scrap. 
 
    Kij stood in the doorway, framed by the dawn light. From the look on her face, she’d been crying for hours. “Mistress,” she said, pulling Lyra into a hug. “We were so worried about you!” 
 
    There was a brief, tearful reunion as the girls shared their story with the barmaid. After a few moments, she insisted on bringing us inside, getting us a table in the garden so we could relax and recuperate from the fight. Spotters on the town walls had seen some of the beasts from the Silent Auction make their way through the woods, though none had dared try to scale the fence into the town. I was sure we’d have to do something about them, sooner or later. 
 
    “Make sure that Jalen’s wife has a room as well,” Lyra said, letting Kij lead us to the garden. “If she wants a job here at the Hungry Herb, we’ll provide that for her, as well. She’s just lost her husband.” 
 
    “Oh!” Kij looked surprised, but not terribly upset. “What a tragedy!” 
 
    “Something like that,” Regina said, her dark eyes flashing with mischief. “I’m a widow now, apparently. I don’t know what I want to do, exactly—only I think I should have a nice lie down before I think about it too long…” 
 
    “We could all use that,” Lyra said, pushing open the curtains to the garden. “Once we get a little beer and food in our bellies, we’ll practice a bit of Dual Cultivation and it’ll be off to bed…” 
 
    Lyra froze. The garden was not empty. 
 
    A large, imposing man stood next to the ruined fountain, along with two lackeys. His entourage lounged around the garden, too studied in their casualness to be anything but armed. Instantly I tensed up, reaching out for the reassuring feeling of Anna’s ass in my hand. I gave it a gentle squeeze, as if prepping her to transform into a scythe at any moment. 
 
    Lyra made a shocked little sound. Then she bowed deeply before the visitor. 
 
    “Governor Shingu! My apologies—I wasn’t informed you were here…” 
 
    The Governor? Well, the man did have the bland, fresh-faced look of a politician. Those muscles looked like they hadn’t been built on a debate floor or a campaign trail, however. 
 
    “Lyra,” the man said, his voice deep and musical. “It warms my heart to see you home safe and sound! When I heard about the commotion at the Silent Auction, I came right away. To think such a thing could occur here of all places, directly under my watch!” 
 
    Hazel elbowed me in the ribs. “Is he mad about the Auction, or about us?” she grumbled, rolling her eyes. I understood what she meant. I didn’t trust this man as far as I could throw him—and with those muscles, no one could throw him very far. 
 
    “Yes, well—I’m just glad the parties have been dealt with,” Lyra said. She kept her poker face on, unsure of exactly how much of our escapade had become public knowledge. Did this Shingu know Lyra was a Cultivator now? Was he aware of my weapons? 
 
    “Of course, of course.” The Governor moved past her briskly, extending a hand toward me. “I’ve heard it’s all thanks to this young Cultivator, here. Edward, is it?” 
 
    “Eric,” I corrected, taking his hand. He tried his best to crush me, but a liberal application of Mana kept my fingers from getting squished. By the time he let go of the handshake, his eyes were wide with appreciation. “From Clan Hyde. I’m a… a stranger in this land.” 
 
    “Keep up the good work,” the Governor said, smiling. Yet the smile failed to reach his eyes. Those were cold and searching, trying their best to dig holes into my skull. Who the hell are you? Those eyes asked. And what the hell are you doing on my property? 
 
    Instantly I knew—this man understood everything that had been happening at the Silent Auction tonight. He wasn’t upset that people were being bought and sold—he was mad that they no longer were. At the very least, he didn’t seem to know about Anna and Lyra. But how long would that last? 
 
    “I can’t believe Guildmaster Ji would stoop so low,” Lyra said, looking the Governor in the eye. “Surely he’ll be dealt with now, Governor. He and the Hollow Frog Guild can’t hide forever.” 
 
    The Governor assumed an expression of such surprise that he looked like an actor in a theater. “Guildmaster Ji? But my dear Lyra—Ji was not in attendance at the Silent Auction. He was with me.” 
 
    I couldn’t sit there and listen to those lies. “Oh, was he now?” 
 
    Governor Shingu nodded like a bobblehead—like he couldn’t hear the disgust in my voice. “Yes. In fact, all of the Hollow Frog Guild were attending a function at my mansion this evening. Not a single one of their members would have been at the Silent Auction.” 
 
    I paused, confused. Was Vargus a lone wolf then? Were his words about Guildmaster Ji being with whores been lies?  
 
    No, that couldn’t be true. But with only Vargus’ corpse remaining there, him being a lone wolf was a story that would easily hold weight.  
 
    Unless I did something about it. 
 
    “That’s good then,” I said, startling the group into silence. “Perhaps Guildmaster Ji can help us hunt down the true villains, then. I look forward to meeting him.” 
 
    Governor Shingu’s eyes narrowed. “Yes, of course. I’m sure the Guild will be pleased to lend any support they can. Keep up the good work, young Cultivator. We will be watching you, with great interest.” 
 
    After a few more minutes of pleasantries, he and his guards withdrew. Once Kij informed us he’d left the building, Lyra collapsed into a chair with a sigh. 
 
    “So that was meant to intimidate us, right?” I asked, already knowing the answer. 
 
    Lyra blew a lock of hair out of her face. “Absolutely. Shingu is letting us know he knows what we did. He’s also getting out ahead of the scandal. Just like a politician.” She made a fist and slammed it into her palm. “Damn him!” 
 
    I thought it over, looking up at the stars. “I don’t suppose there’s any way we could prove the Governor and Ji are working hand in hand, can we?” 
 
    Lyra’s nose wrinkled in thought. “Everyone already knows,” she said, shaking her head. “We have no proof that the Governor knew anything was amiss.” 
 
    “I’d heard about the smuggling,” Hazel said, her voice hard. “But I never assumed it was anything like this. Buying monsters to harvest their Cores… purchasing people like cattle…” 
 
    “It’s disgusting,” Anna agreed, shuddering. 
 
    “It needs to stop,” Regina said firmly. 
 
    I sat myself down in the chair opposite Lyra. “Could I get a pen and some paper?” I asked Kij, enjoying the feeling of sitting down after a rough battle. 
 
    Kij started. “Sure. I’ll be right back—and I’ll bring food and drink, too.” 
 
    Once she was gone, Lyra leaned over the table. The other girls took up spaces around the garden—Hazel by the fountain, Anna in the chair next to mine. Regina sat among the plants, cross-legged in the dirt. “What do you need paper for?” 
 
    “I’m making a list,” I said. And once Kij came back with a tray full of food and a pitcher of beer, I got to work. 
 
    The women watched me as they ate. All of them tried to hide it, but they were interested in what I was doing. I’d always preferred pen and paper when I was trying to work out a problem. Or the notes app on my phone, but I wasn’t going to have access to that any time soon—if ever. 
 
    Finally, I sat up straighter and took a big sip of beer. “We need to do three things,” I said. 
 
    Lyra seemed amused. “Only three?” 
 
    I pointed at the paper. “First, I need to find more women who can transform into weapons. Obviously, the power increase that comes from channeling in pairs is the key to mastering Cultivation in this world—I was able to beat a much stronger Cultivator thanks to you and Anna.” 
 
    Anna blushed. “Geez, Eric, thank you. It was mostly you, though…” 
 
    I nodded. “Second, we need to find out who’s smuggling women and what they’re doing with them. I don’t believe all of that was just human trafficking—I think those slaves were chosen for a reason.” 
 
    “Oh really?” Next to me, Anna perked up. “They were targeted, you mean?” 
 
    “Yes.” I gave Regina a significant glance. “I think there was something special about them. Something that makes them perfect targets for harvesting power from.” 
 
    There were gasps around the garden. Yet it was the only thing that made sense. I’d felt things coming from Regina in that fight—and in the reactions of the other slaves. The Vipers hadn’t just enslaved Jalen in debt for no reason. They’d wanted this woman. 
 
    Once the girls had absorbed this revelation, they recovered with more beer. “What’s the third thing?” Lyra asked meekly. “After the first two, I’m a little scared…” 
 
    I grinned. “You shouldn’t be. Get revenge on Guildmaster Ji. I promised Hazel I would, and I always keep my promises. Plus, we’re going to need to bring him down sooner or later if we want to consolidate power here. Which brings me to my next proposal…” 
 
    Hazel stood up. “You’re talking about Dual Cultivation,” she said, warring emotions showing in her eyes. “You want me to try it, just like Lyra.” 
 
    I nodded. “You come upstairs with Anna and I tonight,” I said thickly. The invitation I’d made earlier was still open—and Hazel knew it. “By morning, you’ll have your powers back. Then all of us will take Ji on. And we’ll win.” 
 
    She wanted it. I knew she did. Hell, I wanted it, too. The thought of Hazel in Anna’s arms, whimpering and moaning with need as my girlfriend helped me get even deeper in Hazel’s pussy… it sent shivers down my spine and made my cock throb in my boxers. 
 
    Hazel got oh-so-close. I could feel the heat rolling off her body. 
 
    “You want to fuck me?” 
 
    I stared deep into her eyes. “Yes,” I gasped, leaning over to take her hand. To guide her back into Cultivation. To welcome her to our family— 
 
    She slapped me in the face. 
 
    “Absolutely not,” Hazel said, the old her fully back on her face. “I’ll be in my room. Don’t come knocking with any depraved fantasies of yours…” 
 
    I watched her go, my gaze fixed on her ass the whole way. Only once Hazel had left did I realize the other women in the garden were all staring at me, open-mouthed. 
 
    “Geez, she seemed pretty pissed,” Anna muttered, rubbing her cheek as if she’d been the one stung. “You probably shouldn’t have made it so plain that that’s what we wanted from her, babe…” 
 
    “Nah. It’s good to be up front.” I took another sip of my beer. “I can’t wait to find out what kind of weapon that girl turns into once she cums. I bet it’s going to be fucking sharp!” 
 
    Lyra laughed so hard she nearly spit out her drink. “Too soon,” the redhead purred, her eyes dancing with mirth. 
 
    I watched the floating curtain where Hazel had just gone, a sinking feeling in my chest. “She’s not going to join us, is she?” 
 
    Lyra put a hand on mine. “Give her time, young man. She’ll come around. If there’s anyone in the world who would risk anything—even her honor—to be a Cultivator, it’s that one.” The corner of her mouth curled in a smirk. “I think you understand that, don’t you?” 
 
    I did. Because I was just like her. 
 
    I’d do anything to be the most powerful Cultivator in the universe. With an arsenal of hot babes who transform into powerful weapons at my disposal. 
 
    And woe be to anyone who got in my way. 
 
    Hazel would come around. Maybe. But in the meantime, I had a lot of work to do. 
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