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      As the buxom blonde’s massive breasts bounced while she rode my cock like I was a bucking bronco, I couldn’t help but wonder how I’d gotten here. I mean, I wasn’t complaining, but at the same time, growing up I’d never been the sort of guy who, well, fucked blondes with tits the size of my head, and now? Well…

      “Are you not enjoying it?” she asked right before she leaned down and kissed me. Hard.

      “Oh, I am,” I said when we broke apart. I smiled up at her, and she frowned.

      “If you’re not, you can tell me,” she said as she began moving more earnestly, and the sensation of her pussy on my cock as I slipped in and out of her, nearly made me groan in pleasure. “You’re thinking about Jenna, aren’t you?”

      “Jenna?” I said because I could barely think.

      “My roommate.” She smiled at me. “Because I bet I can get her to join us, Champ. Would you like that?”

      “I very much would,” I said as I reached up and squeezed her breasts before running my thumbs over her nipples. “But let’s save that for next time. This is your time, after all.” With that, I flipped her around so that she was beneath me, and as her golden hair splayed out on the pillow beneath her, I pushed her legs toward her head and plunged deep inside her.

      “Oh my god, it’s so deep. I don’t think I’ve ever had something so big so far inside me,” she squealed as she began to buck.

      That was probably true.

      Or, at least, that’s what the girls kept telling me. I’d once had an ex who had tried to argue with me about that, but then I’d found out she’d bragged to all her friends about how big I was. So much so that after she left, well, a few of them were more than willing to comfort me.

      Even still, I wasn’t much of a player, or at least, I hadn’t been before I’d won the Terra Forma tournament last month. Since then, it had been raining honies, and I, for one, was going to take full advantage of that. Sure, some people thought it was dumb. Just a world champion tournament for a video game with millions of subscribers, but well, I smiled down at the blonde beneath me. She had her eyes rolled back in her head while I fucked her like it was the last time I’d ever get to do it. That was probably true too.

      “Oh god, I’m cumming!” she squealed as her nails raked over my back. “Never. Stop. Fucking. Me.”

      I obliged. Or, well, I tried because as the blonde wrapped her tanned legs around me in an effort to pull me deeper, I felt my orgasm building.

      “Me too!” I said as I emptied myself into her. And that made her cry out as she came again.

      “That was amazing,” she said a moment later. “I thought you wouldn’t be so good in bed because, well, you’re a gamer, but I’m glad to hear the rumors are one hundred percent true.” She smiled at me. “I don’t think I’ve ever been fucked so well.”

      “Well, I do a lot of cardio,” I said as I pulled myself out of bed and began to pad across the floor toward the hotel room’s shower. It was a nice room and all, provided free of charge by the hotel, assuming, of course, I’d let them tell everyone that World Champion Garrett Andrews stayed at their establishment. It was a sacrifice I was willing to make.

      “You must do more than cardio,” she said as she watched me go. “Because I could bounce a quarter off that ass.”

      She was right, of course. I worked out like crazy because, well, Terra Forma was a full immersion video game, the kind where your real-life abilities and skills contributed to how the game functioned. As such, I had a complex training regimen, and even an old ass trainer named Mick.

      He made me chase a chicken once while carrying a fifty-pound bag of dog food over my shoulder.

      “Do you want to join me?” I asked as I called over my shoulder. Then I proceeded to turn the shower on. “I could wash your back, and you could wash mine?”

      “You want me to stay?” she asked, suddenly confused. She was sitting in the bed with the sheet drawn over her huge breasts. “Isn’t this the part where you make me leave?”

      “You can leave if you want, but you don’t have to.” I got under the water and allowed the warm spray to sluice through my hair. “You don’t have to join me either. And if you’re hungry, feel free to order something.”

      “Really?” she gasped, beautiful brown eyes wide with shock.

      “Yeah.” I smiled at her, though I wasn’t sure if she could see it. “Order whatever you want.”

      “Thanks!” she squealed in a way that let me know she wouldn’t join me in the shower. That was fine, though. I mean, I did want to get clean, and something told me that if she joined me, that wouldn’t happen.

      A few minutes later, I was out of the shower and had pulled on what I liked to call my daily wear. A skin-tight blue Adidas workout shirt and a pair of Nike running shorts. Both were sponsors.

      “I’m gonna head for a run,” I said as I watched the blonde eye a salad covered in lobster. “Feel free to enjoy the place, Kristen.”

      “You know my name?” she nearly choked over a mouthful of food. “You really are amazing.”

      “It’s just common decency,” I said as I made my way to the door. “Try not to wreck the place, but if you do, at least have fun.” I smirked at her, grabbed my favorite black hoodie, and headed out.

      Truth be told, I didn’t much care if she trashed the hotel or ordered a bunch of lobster because, well, I had more money than I could possibly spend and a bunch more sponsorships to boot. I could pay for her to “express” herself, and it wouldn’t matter much. Besides, she’d been hot and pretty good in bed. It was the least I could do.

      Now though? Now, it was my favorite time a day.

      I know most people didn’t really like three AM for various reasons, but for me, it was idyllic. I slipped on my hoodie and looked around the darkening streets.

      Sure, they say most cities never slept, but I’d found that wasn’t really true. Sure, there were lights up and down the streets, but from where I was, the city was just starting to drift off to dreamland. It was the perfect time to feel the surroundings and come alive.

      I started with a light jog down the massive stone steps that led up to the hotel and really tried to feel it as the ball of my foot touched down on the cement. It was a bit harder than I’d have liked since I wasn’t barefoot, but my shoes had zero drop and no padding, so it was about as close as I could get if I didn’t want to wear toe shoes.

      I did that sometimes, but not on nights like this.

      On nights like this, I didn’t want to worry about broken glass or rocks. No, I just wanted to run.

      I hit the sidewalk below the hotel with a whoosh, landing fully on my foot and then pushing off through my heel so I could engage my calf and hamstrings. I rocketed forward, the only sounds that of my feet pounding the pavement.

      I sucked in a deep breath through my nose and felt the cool, city air fill my lungs before letting it out in a rush. Working on my breathing was something I’d learned from yoga, and this particular breathing style had always helped to cool me off and keep me level headed.

      That under control, I focused on each step, the smack-smack of shoe on cement. The firing of my muscles in turn.

      It was great.

      Then I hit the corner two blocks later and found myself staring at a red light.

      Normally, that wouldn’t matter, or I’d turn the corner and continue on, but this time I paused momentarily to catch my breath after my two-block sprint and caught sight of the place across the way. It was a huge monolith of light and, as I focused on it, sound. Like crazy crash metal mixed with pop music, and I found it energizing me in a way I couldn’t explain while also drawing me like a moth to the flame.

      The light turned green, and as I began to move, I found the exhilaration of my run had vanished. I hit the other street, but my desire to continue on was gone.

      Instead, I found myself staring at the neon pinks and greens of The Trash House.

      It didn’t seem like a bar or a club, but I could see tons of people inside, all bathed in the glow of electronic beeps and boops.

      I took a step closer, and as I did, the door swung open, and a pair of sorority girls dressed in too tight Trash House t-shirts and booty shorts burst onto the sidewalk.

      “Did you see that combo the guy pulled off in there?” one said as she pulled a cigarette from her purse and put it between a pair of pouty, ruby red lips. “I haven’t seen anything like that in ages. He might have a shot at the pot.”

      “Against Gilgamesh?” her redheaded partner chided as she pulled out her own cigarette. “Not likely. No one short of the Champ could take him, and even then, it’d be iffy.” She smirked. “Though part of me does hope he shows up. Win or not, I’d fuck his brains out.”

      “Ha! You’d have to fight me for that.” The blonde gave a little bounce, causing her shirt to strain to hold her breasts in place. “I’d blow him so hard he would have no energy for you.”

      “Do you forget I can suck a golf ball through a garden hose?” The redhead smirked as she sucked on her cigarette, causing the tip to flare brightly. “Besides, we could share.” She smacked her friend on the ass. “It’d be fun.”

      “Um… excuse me?” I said as I moved toward the pair. As their eyes flicked toward me, I realized that they hadn’t known I was there, but if they were embarrassed by the possibility of my overhearing, it didn’t show.

      “What’s up, Chuck?” the redhead said, clearly eye-fucking me. “Say… you look kind of familiar.”

      “I’m kind of famous,” I said with a shrug but didn’t bother to remove my hood. If I did now, I’d never get my questions answered. “Anyway, I was wondering what kind of place this is.”

      “You’re kind of famous?” the blonde peered closer at me. “I’d believe it with a face like that.” She put a hand to her chest. “Trust me when I say this, babe, but if I weren’t madly in love with another man, I’d jump your bones right here and now.”

      “This bitch thinks she’s Andrews’ soulmate,” the redhead explained. “Don’t mind her.” She moved a bit closer to me, not close enough to touch, but close enough for me to get a good look at her… and I liked what I saw.

      Toned stomach, nice breasts, a cute face, green eyes. All the makings of a firecracker in the sack. With any luck, maybe I’d find that to be true.

      That wasn’t why I was here, though.

      “What’s this place?” I asked again while gesturing to the Trash House.

      “It’s a fight club,” she explained, and it all made perfect sense.

      “VR?” I asked with a raised eyebrow.

      “Is there any other kind?” the blonde said with a laugh. “No one wants to get injured anymore. Bunch of pussies.” She threw a punch into the air.

      “Items?” I asked, now intrigued. It had been years since I’d been in a fight club. Sure, I’d used similar tech to train for Terra Forma, and I’d sparred with the best people in the world to do that, but there was something different about being out and about. Mixing with people who really wanted to win. It was why I loved the tournaments where everything was on the line.

      “No items. Three specials only. One advanced skill.” The redhead looked me up and down. “You play?”

      “From time to time,” I said as I tried to look past her inside, but I couldn’t see much from my vantage point. “Can you get me in?”

      “What’s in it for us?” the blonde asked in a way that let me know I knew she’d probably help me either way.

      “What would you like?” I asked as I pulled my hood off and shook out my hair. As my brown locks settled around my ears and the tiny tattoo of a puppy on my neck, a memory from my one childhood friend, was revealed, their eyes went wide with shock.

      “Y-y-you’re him,” the blonde gasped. “Garrett Andrews!”

      “The champ,” the redhead said in a rushed whisper.

      “Yeah, and if you think there’s someone in there who is awesome, I want to play him.” I smirked. “Hell, I want to play everyone.” I pulled my hood back up. “Can you get me in? I wanna play everyone, but I don’t want them to know it’s me. If they did, my manager would break my knees.”

      “We can’t have that,” the blonde said as she moved up and took my arm. “But trust us, babe. We got you.” She licked her lips. “I’m Mandy by the way.”

      “Well, after this, maybe I can get your number and call you, maybe?”

      “You’d better,” the redhead said as she smacked me on the ass. “I expect to be thoroughly ‘compensated’ for my troubles.” She grinned up at me and then slowly drew her tongue across her lips. “Now, let’s watch you kick some ass!”
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      Twenty minutes later, I knew three things to be true. Mandy was really good at giving blowjobs, her friend who I learned was named Gina probably could suck a golf ball through a garden hose, and finally, I was all signed up to enter the final Trash House Trashpalooza Battle Royale event of the night.

      If I won my battle royale, then I’d compete in the “winner’s circle” Battle Royale. If I won there, I could take my prize, or bet it all and go head-to-head against the Trash House Champion, Gilgamesh.

      I wasn’t sure who he was exactly or if he was any good, but I was hoping he was. I’d long since thought that the best fighters probably lived and breathed in clubs like this. Whether that was because they’d been banned from the professional leagues, never thought they could make it, or never cared to try, I wasn’t sure, but I’d seen more than one up-and-comer plucked from places like this. I wanted to see for myself just how good this guy was.

      Hopefully, it’d be a good fight.

      Now that I was suited up from head-to-toe in a skintight black and red bodysuit that, admittedly, made me look damn good, I couldn’t help but be nervous. Sure, I’d been in tons of matches over my life, but at the same damn time, there were going to be nine other dudes all trying to kill me. I wouldn’t die of course, but it’d hurt all the same.

      I took a deep breath and tried to psyche myself for what was behind the door in front of me as I ran my hands over the provided VR suit, a NInaCorp special X35. It was high quality, higher than I’d have expected, and was made by the main competitor to my sponsor's brand. I’d wanted to try one out since they’d been announced six months ago, but my contract forbid me from getting one, even for funsies.

      “Can you imagine what that would look like on the vids?” I could almost hear my manager saying as he puffed on his cigar. “It would be hell. Hell, I say. And for what? You have the best suit on the market.”

      “Yeah,” I said as I smiled down at the suit, “but I like knowing my competition.”

      Which was why I was nervous about the match. Ostensibly, I shouldn’t have been concerned. After all, I was the fucking champ. The people I played against trained their whole lives for a snowball’s chance in Hell to get into the pro leagues. I knew that no matter who was on the other side of that door, I could probably beat them, but this was a bit different. Raw somehow.

      And my beating heart knew it.

      That’s when I heard it. The thump thump thump of the gem of a theme song I’d picked out from beneath a pile of synthesized rock. Now that music could be custom made by AI to fit your exact needs and wants, humans didn’t really make music, but that didn’t mean the classics weren’t still classics.

      “And here we have a late entry to The Trash House Palooza!” the announcer cried as Black Sabbath’s “Iron Man” began to play.

      With a smile on my lips, I adjusted my face mask, made sure the oxygen was flowing through the device, and walked out. I couldn’t help but smile wider as the crowd looked at me and booed. It was like music to my ears.

      “A man who calls himself simply ‘The Main Event,’” the announcer continued.

      They booed louder.

      And why shouldn’t they? I was some dude in a rented VR suit and a late entry at that. No one special. Some guy who watched and thought, I could do that.

      How wrong they would be.

      As Ozzy talked about the future of mankind, I made my way down the aisle toward the VR pod in the center. There was a big number nine stenciled on the side in blood-red paint, and as I moved toward it, I shut my eyes and inhaled. The smell of the arena, a mixture of sweat, pain, and effort, filled my lungs, and a smile crossed my lips as I reached out my hands on either side of myself so my fingertips could just brush the fence that separates me from the roaring fans. They were booing in earnest now, and it made my blood sing with excitement.

      Their boos made me want to show them just how great I was, to prove them wrong in a way I hadn’t been able to do in years. After all, when you’re an up and comer and a champ, people cheer for you.

      I curled my hands into fists, and my VR gloves tightened with the effort as I and opened my eyes and took a couple of quick steps forward. Then I whirled around on one foot so that I faced the crowd with my arms outstretched and bowed to the crowd.

      The boos grew in intensity.

      It almost made me wish I had a mic.

      So I did the next best thing.

      I flipped them the bird, spun on my heel, and clambered up the side of my pod. It was a pretty nice model, also made by NInaCorp, and unlike with the suit, I’d used it before.

      After all, pods were provided by the holder of the tournament. It was something my manager hated almost more than my sponsors, but I didn’t care.

      I loved the feel of the NInaCorp Mark two two three. It was classic in all the right ways. A big silver ball that would fill with Liquid VR goo that would interface with my suit and sense every movement I made while inside. No bells. No whistles. No mods. Just a man, his suit, and his bucket full of goo.

      Overhead, the lid shut with a pneumatic hiss of air, and as it did, the number ten flashed on the screen in front of me before starting to count down. As it did, the goo began to flow up from the floor. It was one of the weirdest things about VR pods. The goo. It was almost exactly body temperature, which made it feel both cold and hot at the same time.

      As the goo began to rise, I allowed myself to commit fully to the moment and, well, tried not to swallow my tongue, as the data receivers in my mask began to fire. The sounds of the arena outside washed away, replaced by the tuning rhythms of the sound modulators in my mask. As that happened, my vision began to flicker as it attuned to the new data being fed to it.

      Sure, they were basically VR goggles, but they were so much more, like contact lenses that fed images right into your optic nerves in a full-on explosion of light, color, and energy.

      This was always the worst part, and even with all my experience and training, I couldn’t help but feel my heart rate start to race. That’s when I saw my heart rate in the corner. Usually, I was pretty low at around seventy beats per minute, but at the moment, I was peaking at nearly a hundred more than that. I knew it’d fall, it always did, but right now, that wasn’t a comfort.

      Instead, as the goo flowed up to my waist, I tried moving my legs and found that while it was a touch less responsive than my Spensermatic 9000 VR suit, it was more comfortable. Like how wearing an old workout shirt was comfortable. Hard to quantify, but if it felt this good, and handled as well as the specs said it would, I might just have to tell my sponsor to suck it sideways.

      A few moments later, the goo filled the pod, and while I knew most people freaked out when their faces submerged, I never had, thanks in part to training with scuba gear. After all, there was nothing scarier than jumping in the fucking ocean out in the middle of nowhere with who knew what beneath the surface.

      So, I just took a few slow breaths and opened my eyes.

      It was no surprise, but I found myself staring at a special ability select screen.

      Now, normally, about ten well-paid strategists helped me decide on what to use for a match. That said, as often as not, I just went with what my own gut told me. I had in the last World Championship, anyway, and I’d won.

      So, I looked over the thousands of abilities. While I wasn’t one hundred percent familiar with them because I’d never been in this SimuGame before, I quickly realized that if I thought about what I wanted, the equivalent ability would pop up in front of me with a demo. Should I go for Crimson Blood Fist? It would combo well with Fire Enigma, and if I chained that with Soul Breeze, I could probably one hit someone. It would be similar to what I used in the finals.

      That said, there was another option that was way more intriguing, and I felt myself smile guiltily as I selected.

      “You have selected ‘Random,’” the cutesy voice of Nina, the small pink-haired spitfire who owned the company said. “Are you sure you wish to have all your special abilities randomly selected?”

      “Yes,” I said with a smirk.

      “You have selected ‘Random.’ As such all your abilities will be randomly drawn for the match ahead,” Nina confirmed.  “Now, choose your advanced skill.”

      “Do random for that too… and for weapons and armor.” What can I say? I was feeling ballsy.

      A few more moments and I’d confirmed that I, in fact, was an idiot and wanted to have my abilities, weapons, and armor all selected randomly from a nearly limitless pool. It would all but ensure nothing I had would work together.

      That’s what made it even more fun.

      “All of your selections have been finalized,” Nina confirmed before smiling wide like the bloodthirsty bitch I knew her to be. “Go forth and conquer!”

      “I will,” I said as the world around me reformed into what looked like a giant roman gladiator arena. The marble stands stood high and were filled with screaming fans. Twin suns blazed high overhead, and I could feel the heat start to drip down the back of my neck. I tuned it out because it wasn’t real and focused on the arena itself.

      It was a standard no frills place. Just a giant oval maybe a hundred yards in diameter with no walls or other hiding places.

      Surprisingly, I wasn’t the first person here.  Across the bloody sand of the arena was a man dressed from head to toe in what looked black metal armor, and if I had to guess from the glint of the sun on the plates, he probably had the Shadowstep skill. It was a common enough special ability and allowed the user to step through the shadows and appear behind his opponent. Classic, and easy enough to deal with if you knew it was coming.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” he asked as his fingers tightened around the wicked looking mace in his hand.

      “Me?” I asked, confused.

      “You're dressed like a clown shoe.” He shook his head. “Are you mocking me?”

      “Not you specifically?” I shrugged as the counter in the corner of my vision informed me that the match would start in thirty or so seconds. “Is there a problem?”

      “The only problem is you’re about to get owned.” He stomped his foot in a huff. “Who the hell wears a chain shirt with cotton leggings and a Bartleby helmet?”

      “Me,” I said with more confidence than my gear should have given me.

      Chain shirts were notoriously heavy. Not as heavy as plate, but they also had a lot less protection. And cotton pants? That was just a terrible choice. Maybe if I were trying to be quick, it would be a good pick, but with the chain shirt, well, that wouldn’t be happening.

      The Bartleby helmet was interesting though. In exchange for randomly making me go blind and providing almost no damage reduction, it would allow me to use my special one extra time.

      Speaking of which...

      I glanced at my abilities as the rest of my opponents appeared in the arena, and my smile almost faltered.

      I had Diamond Punch which, while powerful, required a six-second charge to use, Quetzalcoatl that would let me cover my body in electricity while also dealing damage to myself, and Back Dash, an ability that would double my damage when used from behind, assuming I had a dagger equipped.

      “That’s not so bad,” I said as I checked my weapon. I had a fucking whip. It was so ridiculous I almost wanted to laugh.

      Still, I had the Bartleby helmet, and I could use my special twice. Specials were normally game changers.

      Only… as I looked at the ability, my smile finally died on my face.

      Cursed Soul. Passive. The more damage a user takes, the more damage a user will deal.

      “Well, fuck,” I said as the counter hit zero and a buzzer sounded.
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      There was a whoosh behind me, and I whirled around in time to see the black knight from earlier Shadowstep behind me. Or at least, it had been behind me. He must not have expected me to turn around because he hesitated for a fraction of a second before bringing his mace down in an overhead strike meant to smash my Bartleby-helmeted head like a casaba melon.

      I used his hesitation to kick him in the left knee. The move caused his leg to straighten, sending him off balance enough for me to step in, grab his descending wrist, and shift my hips to throw him to the bloody sand. He hit with a hard umph on his back, and I dropped my knee onto his throat with all my weight behind it.

      He gurgled, his hands flying to his throat as he thrashed for breath, and I used that time to pick up his mace and bash in his skull.

      “And at three seconds into the match, the first KILL goes to ‘The Main Event.’ Kaiser has been eliminated,” the announcer’s too loud voice called as the man’s greyed-out picture appeared overhead in the air. “What a shame, he was a fan favorite.”

      I didn’t have much time to celebrate my victory because that had made almost everyone else turn toward me.

      I felt six, no, seven pairs of eyes instantly fall on me. Yep, that was all of them. No doubt, Kaiser was good at picking someone off initially, and that I’d thwarted me had brought me some cred or something.

      Who knew?

      One thing was clear, though. While there was a big, behemoth-sized dude in the back looking bored and a smaller looking girl clad in what looked like mage robes, the rest were just straight up brawler types, and they all looked more surprised than scared.

      That was good. I loved to brawl, and I didn’t want to spend my time chasing them around the damned arena. That was why I usually picked some kind of distance attack, but that said, while I could hurl lightning and whatnot in most matches, there was just something satisfying about punching someone in the face.

      “Well,” I called as I eyed them all, “bring it.” I held my hand out and curled my fingers toward myself.

      “Oh, it’ll get brought,” a spear user to my left said right before he charged me. Literally Charged me. I could tell because of the blue haze around him.

      Didn’t he know that move’s fatal flaw? Well, I would show him.

      With an almost casual effort, I sidestepped his spear thrust and kicked him in the side of the knee. There was an audible crunch as his joint shattered and therein was the rub. He was Charging, so the momentum of the move combined with his suddenly useless leg sent him careening face first into the dirt at breakneck speed.

      He hit so hard that I actually felt the shockwave of the impact.

      I barely heard the announcer as I bent down to pick up the fallen man’s spear. “The second KILL, at seven seconds into the match goes to ‘The Main Event.’ Randolpho has been eliminated.”

      I wanted to take advantage of the collective shock of the group. After all, who knew what abilities they had? Speaking of which…

      I flung the spear at the robe-clad mage girl, and I was about to turn away when the air around her blurred, and she vanished from existence.

      “Jumpport mage, clever,” I said as I spun around, my stolen mace already coming up in a deadly arc. As she reappeared behind me, the head of my mace caught her under the chin with an audible crack that damned near took her head off.

      “So, you were, like, that totally didn’t work the first time, let me try again?” I asked as her lifeless body collapsed to the ground, and I helped myself to the twin daggers clutched in her twitching hands. I wasn’t paying attention to the announcer as he told everyone about my new kill at nine seconds into the match because I was already sprinting toward the other fighters.

      Only they were standing there stock still. Were they still scared now?

      I might have been in their shoes, but I’d have still fought.

      I used the daggers to kill the next two before they even realized I was past them, and as their bodies collapsed to the ground, I found myself staring at a paladin-looking dude with a giant tower shield and a huge morning star.

      “By the light, I shall put a stop to your cursed existence, fiend!” the paladin yelled as he activated what seemed like Holy Radiance. If he were doing that, it would double the damage of his Smite skill, and there would be no surviving that.

      So, I did what any self-respecting person would do.

      I flung my dagger at his face.

      Now, he managed to block the blow with his shield, but that interrupted his cast.

      Which was pretty much what I thought would happen, and as the backlash of his interrupted spell hit him like a freight train, I threw myself into a tackle as I activated Quetzalcoatl. Electricity enveloped my body, and as a surge of pain threatened to undo me, my shoulder struck his metal plate armor, and I wrapped my arms around his waist and drove him to the ground.

      I’m not sure who screamed louder, me or him, as the electricity covering my body cooked him inside his stupidly conductive metal armor. Either way, I barely had time to avoid a giant two-handed sword that was meant for me but found a home in the paladin’s chest when I rolled away. Blood spurted from the wound as I deactivated Quetzalcoatl and reversed the grip on my remaining dagger.

      Then I activated Back Draft.

      Swirling golden winds enveloped my blade as the big barbarian with the giant sword struggled to pull his weapon free of its fleshy home. Too late, he realized what was going to happen, and as he tried to turn toward me, I rammed the blade into his kidney.

      His eyes widened in pain, and he screamed a second before the light of my dagger flared like a fucking star and a tornado-like gust of wind blew a hole through his abdomen that sprayed blood and thicker bits across the sand.

      I didn’t bother to watch him die as I turned my attention to my final opponent, the huge dude in plate mail with the giant double-bladed axe.

      “And ‘The Main Event’ has killed off seven other combatants in less than a minute,” the announcer called, clearly excited. “I’ve never seen anything like this. It might be a Trash House Record.” He continued on, and it was a bit strange because it seemed like the match was winding down instead of revving up like it should have been.

      Maybe they just expected me to be crushed?

      I wasn’t sure, but as the announcer continued to speak, I pointed at the big man across the arena.

      “Let’s dance, fat ass,” I called, and almost curiously, my opponent cocked his head like he was listening to something. Then he began to laugh.

      “Seems it is your lucky day. Come, little man,” he said in a Russian Dolph Lundgren-Ivan Drago voice. “Let’s see if you can put a dent in my armor.”

      “That sounds like a challenge,” I replied as I curled my hands into fists and smacked them together. Then I dropped into a fighting stance. “Come on, let’s dance.” I threw a punch at the air and was met by more laughter.

      “Oh, ho, ho, you think because you beat these pissants, you can take me on?” He raised an eyebrow at me.

      “Of course, I want to fight Gilgamesh, and that pathway is through you.” I smirked.

      “It seems today that wishes are horses,” the big man exclaimed as he tore his shirt to reveal a tattoo of a coiling snake around his chest and neck, “because I am Gilgamesh!”

      He must have taken my surprise for fear because he continued, “Did you not notice how no one attacked me? It is because, if I were to enter this battle at the start, it would be a foregone conclusion.” He clapped his hands together. “I merely wished to watch, but the boss outside has given me permission to hurt you good. Seems the match has ended too quickly for his liking.”

      “And now, you will fight.” I nodded. “Unless you’re scared.”

      “If it is death you desire, then it is death you will receive,” he replied simply and unslung his now-glowing axe. That was a weapon imbue, Wind element if I had to guess, a damage buff that let him fling ranged blasts from his axe. Then he took a step forward and the ground beneath him cracked. Stone Step, a strength doubling move.

      He pointed the weapon at me. “Come.”

      I felt a wave of anger sweep over me. The Taunt skill, no doubt meant to make me reckless.

      It would have worked, but I'd been hit with more than a few Taunts in my time. Still, he didn’t know that, so, with a wordless cry of rage, I charged with my fists raised, and as I got closer, my vision went completely black.

      Fucking Bartleby helmet.

      Part of me screamed at myself to stop moving. To retreat until the effect wore off. To play it smart. The rest of me called that part of myself a fucking pussy.

      You can guess which part I listened to.

      Without slowing a step, I kept going forward, and as I did, I opened myself to the sounds of the arena. Not the crowds, but the wind, the crunch of gravel as the big behemoth took a few steps forward.

      He couldn’t be far away, and as I focused, I heard something whistle through the air as it came toward. It was so fast I almost didn’t believe it was the energy attack from his axe. Only I knew it was, and everything in me said to jump back, to run away, to do fucking something.

      And if I’d listened, I would have died.

      After all, he had reach on his side, and I didn’t even have a weapon. I’d need to get close to take him down.

      No. The only path to victory was by moving forward, so I did all I could do. I activated the charge on Diamond Punch and kept running toward him, pausing just enough to sidestep by his wind slash from his weapon imbue. I felt the force of it rip at my clothes, and I knew instantly that if it had hit me, I’d have been super dead.

      “Even blind, you come forward,” Gilgamesh roared. “I must admit, I thought you’d run away or be taken down by my attack. Maybe you are something after all.” He snorted, and the sound let me knew exactly how far away he was because yes, I’d trained blind, deaf, and dumb more than a few times.

      I had to dodge six more of his energy attacks before I got anywhere near him, and honestly, that last one cut my cheek. As I felt warm blood run down my face, that, combined with the effects of the Taunt, made me right pissed off.

      That’s when I heard the sound I’d been listening for. The step of his boots and heave of breath as he hefted his axe to attack me with the weapon finally. It meant I was finally close enough. I extended my senses and felt the force of the air coming toward me as his blade cut through the air with a scream of sound that should have terrified me, but it just didn’t. He was, after all, already dead.

      With practiced ease, I stepped in close to the big man, and even though I could probably have dodged the attack, I decided not to. Instead, I raised my left arm in the path of his axe’s haft and angled it in the way I had a million times before. It came down with bone-shattering force, and I knew instantly that he’d broken my arm even through my chain shirt.

      But my block had kept the blade from imbedding itself in my skull for that extra split-second I needed. As my left forearm bent awkwardly, I used the extra time I’d gained to twist my body and dodge the rest of his attack. As the axe slammed into the ground where I’d been only a moment before, I felt a surge of power rush through me from Cursed Soul because well, the more damaged I was, the stronger I became. That was exactly what I wanted.

      “Diamond Punch!” I cried in my best Captain Falcon a split second before my fist hardened into an adamantine spike of serrated death.

      Then I shifted my hips, drawing power from my feet and forcing it through my entire body as I came up in a vicious uppercut that caught the big man under the chin with enough force to send my spike punching through the top of his skull.
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      “Did you see that match at the Trash House?” someone on the barstool next to me said as I nursed my kettle-brewed pomegranate sour. Hey, what can I say, I like fruity beers alright, but I don’t really do sweets or empty carbs, really. Hell, if Mick found out about this, he would straight up kill me.

      “Yeah, I saw that match,” his friend replied with a smirk. “It was crazy how fast that guy took down everyone. I knew he was something when he dropped Kaiser--”

      “Kaiser is a putz, and everyone knows he starts out with Shadowstep. The guy probably watched him and knew what to expect.”

      “Maybe, but I think he was just reacting. He was so fast, even with a chain shirt,” the friend mused with a shrug. “It’s too bad he disappeared without saying anything. I’d have loved to buy him a beer.”

      “You still could,” I said as I took a final swig of beer and pushed the empty glass across the old-timey polished wood bar.

      “Huh?” the guy said as he turned to look at me, his face all squinted up. “Did you say something?”

      “I said you could still buy me a beer.” I smirked as I turned and glanced at him, granted, I wasn’t sure if he could actually see my face since I was wearing my hoodie. “For winning at the Trash House.”

      I held up the tiny silver pin the owner had given me to commemorate my win. It meant I could skip straight into the finals like Gilgamesh if I ever came back.

      “Wait, you’re him?” the guy next to me asked, his mouth half falling open in shock. “The Main Event?”

      “Among other things,” I said as I signaled the bartender, a balding man in a white button-up and red suspenders, for another beer. I’d earned a second one.

      “I’ll get that one, Joe,” the friend said, making good on his promise to buy me a beer. It made me like him even more.

      “Thanks.” I gave him a nod. “I appreciate it.”

      “So, how did you beat Kaiser’s Shadowstep?” the one next to me asked. “How did you know he was going to use it on you?”

      “Well, you know the saying, ‘the tallest piece of grass gets clipped?’” I said as I took my new beer and sipped it. As the sour flavors of the pomegranate exploded across my tongue, I couldn’t help but take a couple more sips before I continued. “I was the tallest blade of grass, and from the way his armor was glinting, I guessed he had Shadowstep. He seemed like the type.” I shrugged and drank some more beer. Damn was it good. Maybe I’d have a third.

      “Makes sense,” the guy next to me mused as he rubbed his chin. “Still, to pull that off… you a pro?”

      “Yeah.” I drained my glass and signaled for another even though it was already starting to hit me. I hadn’t eaten for at least four hours and had ‘worked out’ quite a bit since then. “Say, what’s good to eat here? I’m starving.”

      “Um… everything,” the friend said with a shrug. “Though I like the garlic fries. They cover them with tons of gorgonzola. Makes your breath stink like hell but it's worth it.”

      I thought about it for a moment, and while they did sound good, I knew what would happen if I ate those. Mick would smell the garlic on my breath in the morning and make me do burpees until I died. Speaking of which, I was supposed to be up in two hours. Maybe I should just pack it in. I’d had my fun--

      “No, man,” the guy next to me cut in as he threw his arm around my shoulder, clearly a bit drunker than I’d initially thought because now I could smell the whiskey on his breath. “You need the Starved for Attention Burger.” He stretched his hands wide. “It has three kinds of cheese, two half-pound patties, pulled pork, deep pit beef, and a slab of tri-tip. Then…” His hands got even wider. “They top it with a fried egg.”

      “That sounds like a mouthful,” I said though I had to admit, it did sound really good because while I hardly ate anything but cod, God, how I hated cod, I did like everything on that burger. “Do people really order that?”

      “No.” The friend shook his head adamantly. “They don’t. In fact, I’ve never seen someone get it.”

      “But,” the guy next to me cut in, obviously excited at the prospect that I might order it, “if you do, and you eat the whole thing in under an hour, you get it free.”

      “And if you don’t, you get to pay half your paycheck for the thing.” The friend raised his beer, some kind of IPA. “I’d rather drink away my troubles.”

      “Unfortunately, I’m going to be too drunk for that if I have another.” I frowned as I finished my last beer. “Too bad though, ‘cause the beer here isn’t bad.”

      “You can always go for the fish and chips,” the guy next to me said, clearly crestfallen. “I think they’re even made with real fish.”

      “Yep,” the bartender said as he came over and looked at my empty glass. “Made with the finest arctic cod. We’re known for ‘em.”

      “Anything but cod.” I shook my head before nodding toward my beer. “Do you know how much cod I eat? Pounds. Like a whole factory worth of cod.”

      “You trying to be like the Champ?” the friend asked as he finished his beer. “I hear he eats tons of cod.”

      “Not exactly--”

      “There’s no shame in it. He’s stacked as hell and the best player in the world.” The guy next to me flopped back onto his stool. “Say, if you’re a pro, have you ever met him?”

      “Fuck it,” I mumbled and discretely pushed my hood back so only the pair could see my face and neck, and as their eyes widened in shocked recognition, I smiled. Then I quickly pulled my hood back on before anyone else noticed.

      “Y-you’re him,” he stuttered in a way that was starting to become a thing I wasn’t sure I liked.

      “Yeah, don’t tell anyone.” I nodded to my new beer. “Mick would kill me if he found out.”

      “Can we get a picture?” the friend said, almost bouncing with excitement. “My son is gonna flip.”

      “Sure,” I said and got to my feet. The guy came over and posed next to me while his buddy took our picture with the dude’s phone. “Did it turn out okay?”

      “This is so better than okay!” he exclaimed, and he was about to say more when I heard a yelp from the other side of the room.

      “Get the fuck off of me, you perv!” a redhead with a face like Aphrodite and a body that the goddess would beg for cried out as she pushed away a large biker with more patches on his leather vest than I would have thought would be practical. That combined with his long brown beard and tattoos made it work though.

      “Hey, all I am saying is a girl like you shouldn’t be out here all alone. You might need protecting.” He took a step toward her, all huge, imposing muscle. “And I’m quite the protector.”

      “Maybe you leave her alone since she asked you nicely and all,” I said as I picked up my beer from the bar and downed a third in a gulp. Then I wiped my mouth on my sleeve. That’s when I felt the hand of the guy I’d taken the picture with on my shoulder.

      “Don’t do it, Champ,” the guy hissed. “That’s Willie Barbosa, and he’s not above shanking a guy in an alley if you catch my drift.”

      “Noted,” I said as I took another step toward them, “but evil wins when good men stand idle.”

      “Maybe listen to your friend and fuck off,” Barbosa snarled, already mostly ignoring me as he turned his attention back to Aphrodite.

      “Maybe you fuck off.” I was already on my feet and stumbling toward them. Okay, stumble was too strong a word for what I did. I sort of sloshed toward them. Yes, my mom does think I’m funny.  “Because you’re supposed to treat women with kindness and respect.”

      “Look, bub,” the guy growled as he finally stood up and faced me, all six foot seven and four hundred pounds of him. “I will rip off your head and shit down your throat--”

      “Do you know how many times I’ve heard someone say that to me?” I held out my free hand. “Like at least six.” I tried to hold up six fingers on one hand and failed. “Let’s round it to five.” I gave him a sheepish grin.

      “That’s it!” Barbosa stomped toward me, and as he got up close, I realized he was about to get all up in my grill. Only, that's when I noticed he had his left hand down with his pointer finger down. It almost made me smile.

      A while back, I’d been to a training class with a badass dude who told me to always carry a knife and, when I did, to hide it just like that. His reasoning was simple. People will let you get close if they don’t know you have a weapon, and by the time they realized you have a knife, they’ve already stabbed you.

      So, instead of letting him get close, I finished my beer with a single gulp and flung the mug at his face. The heavy glass cracked him straight in the nose, and as he stumbled back, the knife slipped from his left hand and clattered to the floor.

      I took advantage by stepping forward and stomping hard on his right foot, pinning it to the floor. Then I shoulder checked him. The move should have sent him stumbling, but because I’d pinned his foot beneath mine, he fell over onto his back instead, and his head smacked against the hardwood floor of the bar. Then I stomped the groin because I was an ardent follower of Master Ken.

      As he lay there writhing, I glanced at the stunned bartender. “Call Mallory Lawson in the morning, and she can pay for whatever damage.” I pointed at the two guys I’d been drinking with. “Oh, and whatever they want for the rest of the night.” As the guy nodded dumbly, I turned to Aphrodite. “Everything okay?”

      “Better now that you’re here,” she said as she looked me up and down. “You’re him, aren’t you? Garrett Andrews.” She grinned. “I made you ever since you walked into the Trash House, and I’ve been sitting here this whole time, waiting for you to talk to me.”

      “I guess you saw past my Clark Kent disguise.” I frowned and tugged sheepishly at my usually sufficient hoodie.

      “See, when Superman becomes Clark Kent, he isn’t hiding. He actually becomes him. He slouches a bit, talks a little different.” She smiled up at me, and it was like watching a sunrise. “You’re always Superman.”

      “I’m really more of a Batman person myself.” I smiled.

      “Oh yeah.” She rolled her eyes. “Instead of being a solar-powered demi-god, I’d much rather be an orphan with daddy issues.”

      “Point taken.” I laughed while Barbosa groaned on the ground, so I made sure to stomp on his groin again. He could sue me later, and I’d buy him a wardrobe, but I suspected that he wouldn’t want people to know what happened. Yay for tiny victories.

      “Anyway, what’s say the two of us get out of here?” She took my hand then, and the feeling of her touch sent a jolt of electricity coursing through my veins.

      “I would like that,” I said as my heart hammered in my chest. “Your place or mine?”

      “Oh, mine, most definitely,” she said as she met my eyes, and I damned near drowned in their crystal blue waters. “I’ve had it specially prepared just for you.”

      “While a bit creepy, I’m also intrigued,” I said as she took my hand and began to lead me toward the door.

      “You should be,” she said as she looked back at me and batted her wonderful lashes at me. “It’s been a long time since I’ve decided to bring someone back to my place.” She gave me a wink as we hit the door, and while I was sure my friends said something, I barely heard them as we stepped out into the cool night air.
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      “So,” she asked as she took my hand. The feel of her skin against mine was strangely comfortable. It was almost like we’d done it a million times before… only I’d just met her. Hell, I didn’t even know her name yet. “I have to ask, why did you decide to play Terra Forma?” She smiled brightly. “It’s not as if there aren’t other choices in the Esports world.”

      “That feels like a loaded question,” I said with a laugh as we began walking down the street.

      “It isn’t.” She grinned at me sheepishly. “See, I love Terra Forma more than anything, but whenever I try to talk to my contemporaries about it, they just shrug, and disinterest fills their eyes.” That grin shifted into a smirk. “Somehow, I do not feel that it will be the case with you.”

      “I suppose so.” I couldn’t help but laugh. “I play it, like, ninety hours a day.”

      “False,” she replied in a fucking perfect Dwight Schrute impression. “There are only twenty-four hours in a day.”

      “Fair enough,” I said with a laugh. “Though I’m surprised you know about The Office. That show ended forever ago, and no one ever gets any of my references for it.”

      “It’s pretty much the second best show that was ever made.” She held up one finger. “First being One Punch Man of course.” At that moment, I wanted to marry her. Instead, I just stood there slack-jawed while she pulled me along. “But you still haven’t answered my question. Why Terra Forma, Champ?”

      “Because,” I said after I chased away Cupid and his arrows with a mental swat, “I just… I like everything okay.” I shrugged nervously and swung my gaze around the darkened street. “I like the ‘crafting your city part’ a lot. You know, taking nothing and making something. I like engaging in trade with other communities--”

      “And taking everything for yourself?” she mused, eyes bright and full of intelligence.

      “I guess…” I scratched the back of my neck. “I’ve never really played that way. Yeah, I know you can exploit the other communities, especially the ones through the portals, but I always found I enjoyed the game better when we all got stronger. Then, when I needed aid, they could help me.”

      “That’s not a common strategy.” She was looking at me intensely now, and for some reason, I felt the need to justify myself.

      “See, there’s always the threat of the Great and Powerful Zaxcs, The Planet Devourer coming, right? I’ve encountered the bastard three times in solo play, and the one time I actually won, it was because my allies from the portals helped me. They came into my world with fucking legions, everything from Dinosaur Riders to high-tech Wave Skimmers to Flux Mages. And then we fought while I used every ability in my God’s arsenal to put a dent in him.”

      “Really?” she asked with barely contained surprise. “I hadn’t heard of anyone ever beating Zaxcs when he shows up.”

      “Well, it was just the one time,” I said, sort of flushed. “The first two times, I put up a good fight, but without any allies showing up, I got killed before he was even half dead...”

      I stopped because she was staring at me wide-eyed. “You got him half dead, solo?” The words were barely a whisper.

      “Yes?” I said with a shrug and tried to play it off, but she stared at me in amazement for a long time. Too long, really. “Anyway, that’s why I like the game. I like to form the community. Even in my matches with other players, you’ll find I use my Hero Units a lot more than most players.”

      “I still can’t believe you got Zaxcs to half health solo.” She swallowed hard. “That would be like, I dunno, soloing the Battle of Helm’s Deep.”

      “Well, that’s why I lost, and why they would have lost if the Elves hadn’t shown up.” I smirked. “And I have to say, I am surprised that was the reference you went with.”

      “Oh?” She smiled brightly at me. “I guess I could have said something like soloing the siege of Paris in Vikings, or the raid by the Royal Commandos against German drydocks at St. Nazaire during World War II.” She looked at me curiously. “Or would you have preferred me talking about the defeat of the Resurrection Ship in season two of Battlestar Galactica?”

      I was in love. Totally, utterly. Somehow, someway, she knew history, Lord of the Rings, Vikings, and Battlestar Galactica? Who was this girl?

      Normally, the girls I’d met were fans of me and kinda sorta the game, but this girl? She just seemed… more into it. Like she really understood what an accomplishment it was to fight Zaxcs off.

      And she was pretty to boot. It almost defied logic. Worse, it made me a bit nervous, though that could have been because we were entering a part of town I definitely wasn’t familiar with.

      “Is it much farther?” I asked as I looked around, anxiety starting to build in my gut. “Because I’ll be honest, I’m starting to get antsy. I don’t really like not knowing where I’m going.”

      It was true. I hated being lost or not knowing where I was going. I know some people thought of that as an adventure, but, well, when I was a kid, I’d gotten horribly lost. See, my dad had left me at a little league pizza party and neglected to come to get me for some reason or another.

      So, my seven-year-old self had the bright idea to try to walk home. I’d gotten a cup of orange soda from the fountain and then made my way outside where I got horribly, tragically lost. After a few hours, a guy at a local Chinese restaurant saw me crying into my cup and asked me what was wrong.

      That wound up being the best thing that happened to me that day because the guy called my dad and got directions to my house. Then he drove me home while telling me I was very brave and that I’d walked several miles and had made really good time.

      Needless to say, my dad had been less than pleased, but he hadn’t gotten mad at me. Not really, anyway.

      With all that being said, I was now the guy who triple checked directions.

      “We’re almost there,” she said with a cutesy smile that nearly melted my heart. “Don’t worry.” She shot me a wink. “Trust me, it will be worth it.”

      “Oh, I don’t doubt it,” I said, and I’ll be honest here, I believed her in the core of my being. There was just something about her I couldn’t quite put my finger on, something ethereal. It wasn’t just that she was Greek-Goddess-level beautiful or that she seemed to like all the same things as me. It was more that in her presence, I felt, well, truly understood. Like I could have told her anything about myself and had it be okay.

      Now, I’m not one of those guys with a closet full of skeletons. Hell, my most embarrassing memories were rather tame to some of the stuff I’d seen in movies and on television, probably because I was also one of those guys who didn’t like watching embarrassing stuff on television.

      And yet, I felt like I could have told her about the one time at band camp where, well… And it would have been okay. Better than okay.

      She squeezed my hand, and another surge of warmth shot through me, calming my nerves.

      “I know you don’t like not knowing where you’re going.” She smiled at me, and my heart skipped about twelve beats. “It’s why you’re such a good player.”

      “You’ve seen me play?” I asked though I wasn’t sure why I was so surprised. And Jesus, I was like a schoolboy with his first crush. I knew that and knew I should get it together, and yet, somehow, I knew it would be okay.

      “Many, many times.” She winked again. “In fact, you’re my favorite,” her grin grew mischievous, “and now you’ll be mine.” She licked her lips. “I have to say, I’ve waited a long time for this moment.”

      I couldn’t help it. All the blood rushed to my lower region, which was probably the only reason that I didn’t flush cherry red.

      “Ever since you beat Windsor in that qualifying match, I knew you had something special.” She watched me as she spoke, her eyes darting around my face to search for clues.

      The thing was, I knew my face revealed everything. It always did because I wasn’t really a good liar. My manager hated it, always said I needed to go sleeveless so I wouldn’t wear my heart there, but I was who I was.

      “That match was six years ago.” I shook my head. “It was by winning that tournament that I got a seat in the All-Star Amateur Expo Tour.” I took a deep breath. I’d had to win like seven more tournaments to even enter the pro qualifiers. “I thought like six people saw that.”

      “Everyone thought Windsor was going to win.” She smirked. “He had so many more monster units surrounding your hero units, and half of them were down.” Her eyes went far off like she was re-watching the match in real-time. “Then you pulled off that Shadow Teleport and appeared in the middle of the horde.” She looked right at me. “After that, it was a foregone conclusion.”

      “Yeah, well,” I said as I rubbed the back of my neck in embarrassment. “They were just NPCs, and he should have known not to trust the AI to control them against an actual player. Then again, he had abysmal micro, so…”

      “So it wouldn't have mattered,” she agreed as we came to a stop in front of a big brown warehouse-looking building that had definitely seen better days.

      For one, it had boards where the windows should have been and was covered in graffiti, some of which was pretty good. Hell, there didn’t appear to even be a door. Worse, it was surrounded by a rusty chain-link fence with that razor wire across the top. That said nothing of the weed and trash-strewn parking lot between the gate and the building, nor the overflowing dumpers leaning haphazardly against a wall with part of its guts exposed.

      “We’re here,” she said after giving me just enough time taking in the scene to get worried.

      “Are we condemning it or something?” I asked while trying to keep my apprehension in check. “Because that place looks like it will come down any second.”

      “Oh, you’re quite right about that.” She tapped her left wrist with two slender, red-nail-tipped fingers. “In about seven minutes, the whole thing is going to come down. It’s why I picked this place.” She gave me a smile that said, “Aren’t you quite pleased with me?”

      “That seems bad,” I hedged, not sure where the hell we were going with this. “I’m going to ignore how you know that for obvious reasons, mostly so when the cops ask what the fuck happened, I can shrug and be like, ‘I dunno, officer,’ but at the same time, why are we here?”

      “To go to my place.” She gave me a look that made me think I was being dumb and try as I might, that didn’t make any fucking sense because I was very much not the dumb one.

      “Is your place in there?” I asked while hoping against hope that it was not.

      “No,” she replied, and as she shook her head, I let out a sigh of relief. “Just the gateway to my world…” The way she said that last part made me think she wasn’t being one-hundred percent truthful.

      “The gateway to your world?” I repeated. “Is that a euphemism for your vagina?” At my words, she turned bright red.

      “I’d never thought about that,” she said with a laugh as she tapped her chin with one finger. “I suppose it could be, but no, that’s not what I meant.” She quirked her head then and stared at me for a long time. “Wait, did you think I was taking you somewhere for mating?”

      “Well, I wouldn’t normally call it mating, but yeah?” I was thoroughly confused. “Is that wrong…?”

      She burst out in a fit of nervous laughter, and I’ll be honest, it made my stomach twist with embarrassment. Normally, I wasn’t the type of guy who assumed girls wanted to fuck me or whatever, though, honestly, it was usually the case.

      “It didn’t even cross my mind that you would want to mate with me,” she said a bit shyly when she’d finished laughing. “It has been a long time since someone wished to.” She moved toward me and ran one hand down my chest, sending a wash of heat rocking through my core. “Unfortunately, while I believe it would be very pleasurable, I also believe it would kill you in your current state.”

      “Wait, what?” I blinked at her like at least seven times, maybe eight. “Kill me?”

      “Yes.” She nodded fervently. “Your weak human body could not possibly survive mating with someone like me.”

      “I’m one hundred percent lost.” I sighed and ran a hand through my hair.

      “Allow me to demonstrate,” she said as she took a quick step toward me, and before I realized what was happening, she kissed me full on the mouth. Not deeply or anything. Hell, it was scarcely a brush of her full lips against mine. But that? Well, it was enough.

      Because for that split second, that infinitesimal nothingness of time, I ceased to fucking exist. Every cell, no, every atom in my body screamed out in such sheer pleasure that it was all I could do to keep my heart from exploding.

      My chest sucked in a breath so hard that it wracked my whole body as I crashed to my knees on the sidewalk beside her. The impact rattled through my entire body, and yet I barely felt it. No, the entirety of my being was focused on trying not to come apart at the seams.

      And then it hit me.

      Withdrawal unlike anything I had ever felt. A craving, gnawing, insatiable need to have her. To throw myself into her flame and never come out because it would be worth it.

      Thankfully, that didn’t last long because as my jaw clenched and my hands curled into fists, she nodded at me and waved her hand. A wave of glowing golden warmth spread over me, and just like that, it was over. In fact, it was better because I was fine. I wasn’t sore, or thirsty, or hungry, or anything other than one hundred percent tippy-top very best ever health.

      “Jesus,” I said when I finally regained my breath, “I think you might be right.”

      The strange thing was, she didn’t seem to hear my words right away. Instead, she was still focused on me with a very curious look on her face. One perfect red eyebrow was arched in curiosity, and her eyes swam with a million calculations I couldn’t register.

      “You know,” she said carefully. “You should have died from that.”

      “Huh?”

      “When I kissed you, I used the barest fraction of my power because the gulf between us is so large that it would be incalculable, but as you knelt there seething with want, I realized I’d used double what I had meant to.” She touched her lips briefly. “What can I say, you’re a good kisser.” She flushed slightly, making her freckles stand out on her cheeks.

      “And it should have killed me?” I took another deep breath and got to my feet.

      “Yes.” She nodded. “I am very sorry about that.”

      “Okay.” I sighed and tried to do something other than recall the memory of her touch. It was hard. Even with the spell she’d done and the full knowledge that touching her might actually kill me, I still wanted to do it. Crazy. “So, what are you, some kind of succubus?” I gestured at the building. “And why are we here?” I smirked. “Because it’s obviously not for my hot bod.”

      “Sadly, I wish it were,” she bit her lip as she looked at me longingly, “but alas, I have come to you, Garrett Andrews, because I need your help.”

      “Like ‘Help me, Obi-Wan Kenobi, you’re my only hope?’ help? Or ‘I need a couch moved across my foyer’ help?” I asked. If she was confused by my reference, it didn’t seem to show.

      “The first one.” She grinned. “Though if you’re offering for the second one…”

      “Hey, what can I say, I’m a helper.” I nodded once. “So you didn’t answer the first question. Are you a succubus or something then?”

      “A goddess.” She shrugged like it should have been both obvious and wasn’t a big deal… only I thought it was a big fucking deal.

      “You’re a goddess?” I said a bit disbelievingly. “You mean, I kissed a goddess?”

      “I suppose you have. Without even knowing her name, no less.” Her cheeks were flushed. “I am Rhapsody.”

      “So, one name. Like Rhianna or Ke$ha.” I was trying to take this in stride, but it was hard.

      “Exactly.” She nodded at me. “Though I have many titles.” A wicked grin slipped on her lips. “Devourer of Souls. Scourge of the Wicked. Bitch.” Her eyes met mine as she said that last one. “But there is one title I truly adore.” She leaned in then, so close that I could feel the heat and power radiate off her like I was next to a blast furnace. And when she spoke next, the words hit my brain like an electric shock. “Forger of Worlds.”

      “No…” I whispered as I stumbled away from her. The Forger of Worlds was the goddess from Terra Forma. The game started off with her appearing to the hero in a dream and asking for help. Then your eyes would flicker open, and a black-cowled woman with flame-red hair would reach out her...

      “Yes.” She gave me a nod as she held out her hand. “What do you say, Adventurer? Wanna go on a journey?”
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      “You’re serious?” I said. The fact I could speak was a marvel in itself because I had so many thoughts going through my brain that I could barely process them.

      “Yes.” The Goddess Rhapsody nodded resolutely. “You are the only one who can help me.” She paused for a second. “No, not just me. The entire universe.”

      “B-but how?” I asked, and yes, I’ll admit it, I felt a little like Ryan Reynolds as I said it.

      “Zaxcs is real.” She took a deep breath, which caused her breasts to strain against her shirt. “And he’s coming here.” She snapped her fingers, and in that instant, a 3D map of the cosmos stretched out between us. On one side was a giant red dot and on the other was Earth. It looked far, but even as I watched, I could see the red dot moving closer. “He will be here soon, and then your planet will be doomed.”

      “How the fuck am I supposed to stop Zaxcs?” I asked a bit incredulously. “In Terra Forma, I’m a God, and he’s nearly unbeatable there. This is just Earth, and somehow, I don’t think he’s gonna care if we hit him in the face with a shotgun blast.”

      “He will not, no.” She shook her head sadly. “That is why I have come to you now, while there is still time.” She smiled then. “I wish for you to build an armada unlike any the universe has seen and drive Zaxcs back to the underworld. Once he is there, I will be able to subdue him.”

      “The ritual of Anithma?” I asked curiously. I’d remembered reading it in some flavor book I’d found in the game once. It was a ritual that was supposed to be able to stop Zaxcs from ever returning. Unfortunately, it required a lot of effort to acquire the few items the ritual called for, and even then, the recipe I’d seen in the text was incomplete.

      I’d actually gathered them a few times in the game, but they’d never seemed to do anything on their own, and I’d never been able to complete the recipe.

      “Yes, that ritual.” The goddess graced me with another smile. “While it is not complete, I have people searching all over for the remains of it.” That divine smile fell into a frown. “But all that will be for naught if we cannot drive him to the underworld.”

      “And you expect me to do that how?” I stared at the map. I wanted to help, to find some way to stop the devourer of worlds from consuming Earth, but it just seemed impossible. “As I said before, I had the power of a God in Terra Forma, and even then, it still required help from legions of worlds--”

      “So, become a God and raise your army.” Admittedly, her worlds rebounded in my head a lot longer than they should have.

      Was that even possible? To become a God?

      “Are you fucking with me?” I glanced around. “Is Ashton Kutcher going to jump out and yell Punk’d!”

      “This is quite real. That is why I have brought you here, Garrett Andrews, Champion of Earth.” With those words, Rhapsody turned toward the warehouse. “Only you can save the universe, and to do it, all you have to do is step through the gate within. It will take you here.” A spot on the map between Earth and Zaxcs appeared on the map. “There you will be able to create your world, make your armies, and stop him.” She bit her lip. “You must hurry, though. The gate will not stay open much longer.” Her frown deepened. “And even if we succeed, I cannot guarantee you will not be killed, and even if you stay alive, you may never be able to return.”

      As she spoke, I could almost see the headlines.

      Garrett Andrews vanishes off the face of the planet. No one knows where he went.

      But more than that, I felt bad for my family. What would my mom think? My dad?

      I swallowed hard.

      Even still, I knew I had to do this. I couldn’t just stand idle and let Zaxcs come eat us all. According to Rhapsody, our only chance to defeat him was for me to do the damn near impossible.

      I clenched my fist.

      I could do this.

      No.

      I would do this.

      “How long do we have before the gate closes?” I asked as my gaze swept from Rhapsody to the gate and back again.

      “Only a few minutes,” she said with a sigh. “The celestial bodies will not be in place for much more time, and we must be through them before they shift. Alas, the portal will either close or send us somewhere we will wish we were not.” She reached out to me again. “So, will you come?”

      “Yes.” I nodded resolutely.

      My response pleased her in a way I couldn’t rightly explain because, at that moment, the smile that blossomed across her face was like seeing Heaven for the first time. It was watching a baby bird fly from the nest for the first time or hearing a child’s first word.

      “Excellent.” She clapped her hands together. “Let us not delay then.”

      “There’s just one thing I have to do first,” I said as I fished out my cellphone. “It won’t take long.”

      “Okay…?” Rhapsody gave me a look as I began scrolling through my contacts and finally hit the call button.

      “Go ahead, I’ll follow,” I said as I put the phone together and listen to it ring.

      “It’s not like the fate of the entire universe is at stake or anything,” she grumbled as we headed through the broken chain-link fence and began moving across the weed-strewn field. “Honestly, this is the worst possible time to order a pizza.”

      “It’s not that--”

      “Hello?” an older woman’s voice said from the other end of the phone.

      “Hey, Mom. It’s Garrett.” I scratched the back of my neck nervously as we reached the doorway of the warehouse. Even from here, I could feel the power of the place in the pit of my stomach like a lead ball. My knees started to shake, and I began to sweat as every hair on my body stood end to end. It was like standing next to a tiger armed with a tactical nuke while wearing a turban made of steak.

      “Hi, honey. Is everything okay?” she asked while no doubt looking at the clock. It was, what? 6 AM where she lived? Damn, I was inconsiderate.

      “Yeah, well, sort of.” I sighed into the phone. “I need to go away for a while, and I wanted to wish you goodbye.” It was weird because as I spoke, my vision got a bit blurry, and even as I swiped at my eyes with the back of my hand, I couldn’t seem to clear them. “I’m not sure when I’ll be able to call again. It’s kind of a hush-hush thing.”

      “Oh?” my mom said and then was silent for a long moment. “Are you doing stuff with the government?” She gasped. “Is the Illuminati after you, and you’re going into witness protection? I always told you they wouldn’t like you winning all those games.”

      “It’s not really anything like that…” I mumbled and then because I couldn’t think of a better answer, I just sighed. “I’m going to be helping a good friend of mine with a secret project that might save the world. Like, really save it.” I swallowed. “But I have to go to her lab to do it and, well… security clearance?”

      I was scum, the worst really, for not telling her the truth, but how could I tell her what was going on? Would she possibly believe I was being recruited by a Goddess to save the world from a primordial deity of destruction?

      “That sounds really important, dear,” she said in her comforting, motherly way. It made me feel both better and more guilty. “Don’t forget to eat your vegetables, especially because you sit so close to the screen. It can ruin your eyes.”

      “I’ll make sure I take my vitamins too and drink my milk,” I said with a laugh as we stepped into the building, and I came face to face with the first portal I’d ever seen in real life.

      It was just like the gate in that it was a swirling mass of color and energy rent through space and time. Sparks crackled off its edges like a Tesla coil that popped and zapped at the surrounding walls while leaving no trace that they’d struck anything at all. The smell, like fresh cut sod and ozone, filled my nose.

      As I stared at it, I must have missed what my mom said next because the next thing I knew she was calling my name.

      “Garrett, did I lose you?” she asked, then I heard her smack her phone on the counter. Yes, I’d replaced quite a few phones for her. “Garrett?”

      “I’m here,” I said as the portal began to flash red, and if that meant what it did in the game, I knew I had less than thirty seconds to enter. “And I also have to go. I love you. Tell Pop-pop I love him too.”

      “I’ll do that.” She made a kissing noise. “Catch that and take it with you.”

      “Got it,” I said as I reached out and caught the blown kiss as it transcended all of space and time. “Thanks, Mom.” I sent one back in her direction.

      “Do great things, Garrett.” Then with that, she hung up, and as the sound of silence filled the air, Rhapsody turned to look at me with a strange look on her face. It was almost confused but also filled with respect, if that made any sense?

      “That was really sweet,” she said as she held her hand out to me. “Are you ready?”

      “Yeah, I’m ready.” I took her hand, and power flowed through me in a way that was not unlike her kiss.

      Only, this time, I felt her power touching me in an entirely different way. Heat traveled through her fingers and into mine, warming me from the tips of my toes to the tops of my ears, and the best way I can describe it is like drinking hot cocoa on a cold as fuck day. Only times a billion.

      My eyes opened in that instant, and for the span of that almost nothing of a second, I saw the world unfold in a way I never had before.

      The portal stood before me, inviting... no, beckoning me forward.

      “Destiny awaits, Garrett.” Rhapsody’s voice was a whisper on the wind as we took a step forward hand in hand.

      “Well, then let’s make destiny our bitch,” I said and stepped into the portal.

      I probably should have been less confident because as the rippling energy of the portal hit my body, it was like being hit with a Stone Cold Stunner. My teeth snapped together, and pain unlike anything I’d ever felt hit my body.

      But it wasn’t because of the portal, not really anyway.

      It was because I felt energy course through me. It filled my cells to the brim with power as it traveled up my spine and spread out through my body.

      And, at that moment, as my entire body was broken down and hurtled through all of space and time to the place where I would confront Zaxcs, I knew one thing to be true.

      I was more powerful than I ever had been before.
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      As I exited the portal, I was immediately inundated with a series of messages that appeared in my vision as though I was logged into Terra Forma.

      They let me know several facts that would have otherwise been completely obvious.

      First and foremost, I was in the Hall of Mirrors, which was where all Terra Forma adventures started. It was the place where I could travel between worlds by stepping through one of the mirrors.

      Second, I was level one and was currently classified as a Godling. That wasn’t surprising as it was the lowest rank of God in Terra Forma. I knew that as I grew more powerful, I could ascend to higher ranks.

      Thirdly, that the Portal I’d come through was well beyond my level, and as Rhapsody appeared beside me in the Hall of Mirrors, a series of metaphysical chains appeared across it, barring it from use. I didn’t even need to read the message attached to it to know I wasn’t going home anytime soon.

      Instead, I focused on my surroundings. I was standing in a room that was completely white… or would have been if not for all the fucking mirrors. Mirrors on top of mirrors of every shape and size dotted the landscape. The floor was made of mirrors. The walls and ceiling were mirrors too. Infinite mirrors extending in every direction and reflecting back at each other so that looking at any single one was like staring at an abyss of endless eternity.

      It was too much, really. To stand in the center of infinity and know that it stretched out into a vast infinity of worlds. That each of those mirrors was a world I could unlock. That each led to far-off places, some in this dimension, some not, but all teeming with otherness.

      I felt my head start to swim, and as dizziness threatened to overtake me, I tried to look away. As I did, I found Rhapsody’s smiling face.

      “Be at ease, Garrett.” She reached out and touched my forehead with her index and forefingers, and in that instant, I felt a lot better. Sure, I was still standing in a room full of portals to infinity, but at the same time, I could now comprehend my place in the infinity.

      “Thanks,” I said as I concentrated on her smiling face. Then I shut my eyes and took a deep breath. It was go time, and I needed to make use of every last second. No matter how long I had, Zaxcs would eventually show up, and I had to be ready.

      “You are most welcome,” she replied as I opened my eyes. “What is it you would have me do to help you?”

      “What can you do?” I asked because in the game, after bringing you to the Hall, Rhapsody wasn’t able to offer much support besides being sort of present for advice and whatnot.

      “Not much, unfortunately.” She frowned. “I have managed to use my powers to change you from a human to a Godling, but unfortunately, your level of Godhood is not sufficient for me to give you very much help right now.” She sighed. “The rules of the universe frown on Gods helping beings of lesser power, even if we are both Gods. If you grow stronger, I will be able to help you more.”

      “Right.” I wasn’t surprised because it had been that way in the game. “Say, is there a way to suppress all the portals I can’t currently enter?”

      “Of course.” She grinned at me. “You are a God, albeit a weak one currently.” She waved her hand at the surroundings. “Just will it and it will be.”

      I did as she said, and as I thought about making them disappear, all but three of the mirrors vanished. One was the mirror I’d come through and was still chained up, so it was of no help. The other two were only a few feet away, and as my gaze flicked to the left one, I found myself staring into a world I knew well.

      “Training dungeon,” I murmured with a nod. “So that’s real?”

      “In a manner of speaking.” Rhapsody’s gaze settled on the dungeon portal. “I have spent a considerable portion of my power to make this a reality for you, and it would do no good if you were not able to take full advantage of it.” She turned her sparkling eyes to me. “Hence, the training dungeon. It will help you familiarize yourself with your initial powers.”

      “That just leaves my world,” I said as I turned to the last mirror. Through it, I could see the makings of a solar system. Not ours of course, but a completely different one that, from the look of things, had a massive star, several planets, moons, and everything in between.

      There was just one problem.

      “It’s totally dead.” I swallowed as I read through the messages that appeared in my vision. “None of these planets have life or are in anywhere near a proper orbit. Hell, the best one doesn’t even have an electromagnetic field.” I felt my heart start to sink. “Is there anywhere else?”

      “Yes, but strategically, this is the best system to confront Zaxcs.” Rhapsody met my look of despair with one of absolute confidence. “I know it may seem difficult, but I believe you can transform it into something amazing, Champ.”

      “Well, right now I don’t feel like the Champ,” I said as I read through all the data coming in. None of it looked promising. “Still, I always liked a challenge.” I cracked my knuckles with a nod. “Let’s get on with this.”

      “That’s the spirit, champ.” Rhapsody beamed at me and then did a very nice little bounce. “What would you like to do first?”

      “I want to run a survey on the system and get a list of, well, everything useful.” I touched my chin. “When I played before, I had an add-on with a script that would tally a galaxy’s resources and whatnot. Can we do something like that?”

      “I don’t see why not.” She stared at me. “You are a God, after all. In this place, your powers are largely bound only by your own imagination.”

      “Okay…” I said, not wanting to argue with her about how I was only a level one Godling, but whatever. Instead, I focused on the system beyond the mirror. Then in my second act as a god, I focused on the information I wanted to know.

      It was crazy to have information suddenly be in my brain.

      There were sixteen planets in the system, several dozen moons, and a plethora of asteroids. What’s more, I knew the rough composition of the closest ones. It made my stomach sink.

      Not because I wasn’t happy with the knowledge. No. It was because the planet nearest the optimal temperature zone sucked. Sure, it had a lot of rare resources on it, but stripping your main planet bare was a good way to fuck yourself in the future. If I did that, the future inhabitants would have a lesser ability to survive.

      That was assuming it ever got inhabitants because its current atmosphere was 0.6 percent. Worse, even if I melted the ice caps on the planet and converted the easily accessible minerals to create CO2 and other greenhouse gasses, I could only increase the atmosphere to around 1.2 percent.

      A quick glance around the rest of the solar system let me know there were enough water and gasses on some of the other planets to create a viable atmosphere on the one I’d chosen, but that looked like a logistical nightmare given my current power level. I’d have to strip mine all those planets and then transport it to my desired planet, something that would take way too long for my liking.

      The main problem though was twofold. The core of the planet was dead, and because of that, it wasn’t generating a magnetic field whatsoever. That meant the solar radiation from the star was ripping away the atmosphere on the planet at a crazy rate so that needed to be fixed too. And that had nothing to do with the non-minor fact that the planet was a bit too far from the star to reach the optimal temperature.

      No. It would need to be moved closer.

      Now, in Terra Forma, all these things could be fixed in a variety of ways, but they required a ton of energy, and call me crazy, but I was betting a level one Godling didn’t have that kind of power.

      “How much Aura do I have?” I asked aloud, though I probably could have thought it and known. As I spoke, a small green bar that indicated how much energy I had available for skills, magic, and pretty much everything in between appeared in the corner of my vision. There was no number on it, but somehow, I knew it wasn’t very much.

      “How much Aura does it take to move Planet Six into the proper orbit?” As I said the words, I concentrated on what I wanted and then frowned as the information popped into my head. I needed sixteen times my current maximum. Awesome.

      On the upside, restarting the planet’s core was only four times my current maximum.

      “What have you learned, Garrett?” Rhapsody asked, clearly curious.

      “Don’t you already know?” I asked as I let the problem turn over in my mind. I needed to both restart the planet’s core and move it into the correct orbit. For that, I’d just need to level up.

      “No.” Rhapsody shook her head. “In this realm, you are the God.” She gestured at the mirror. “My avatar is merely that.” She gestured at herself. “Your realm is not strong enough for me to manifest here as a Goddess.”

      “Ah.” I nodded. That was certainly a bit different but not surprising. “If the realm gets stronger, will you be able to come as a Goddess?”

      “Perhaps,” she tapped her chin in thought, “but it will be a long time until that happens.” She waved the conversation away. “So, what are you thinking?” She pointed to the mirror with my star system. “About that?”

      “I think I need to move that damn planet and restart the core,” I scrubbed my face with my hand, “and to do that I need to be a lot more powerful than I am.” My gaze flicked to the training dungeon. “I guess I know what needs to be done.”

      “What’s that?” Rhapsody asked as she came up to me and smiled.

      “I’m going to do the training dungeon and get more powerful. Then I’ll come back and fix this mess.” I gestured at the system. “Can you hold down the fort until I get back?”

      “I would be more than happy to do so.” She nodded like I’d given her an incredibly important job. It was weird because while I knew it was only Rhapsody’s avatar and not the goddess herself, I couldn’t help but feel a little bad.

      In the game, she hadn’t been able to enter any of the mirrors, so I’d always tried to be nice to her and sometimes even gave her things to do while I was gone, even though I could do most things myself, and that had seemed to make her happy enough.

      “Awesome.” I gave her a salute as I headed toward the mirror that led to the Training Dungeon. “See you in a bit.” With that, I put my hand on the mirror and let it rip me apart and put me back together again like a cosmic Humpty Dumpty with better men and horses.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            8

          

          
            Rhapsody

          

        

      

    

    
      Watching Garrett head toward the portal to the Training Dungeon through the eyes of my Avatar was concerning in a way I didn’t quite expect. For one, the man was quite unlike I’d expected to be in more ways than one, and as I thought about our initial meeting, I couldn’t help but flush slightly.

      Granted, the man hadn’t known who I was when we’d talked, but the idea that he would want to mate with me pleased me in a way I couldn’t quite describe. It had been a long time since anyone had thought of me in such a way, and the idea of what it might be like kept flitting through my mind even as I tried to keep my attention on the here and now.

      Not that there was much I could do until he returned from the Training Dungeon. And though I was worried about his safety, I knew he would return. Of all the humans I’d watched, he was by far my favorite. He was a gifted player, sure, and he was well trained, but that wasn’t why I liked watching him.

      No, it was more his innate ‘ness’ if that made sense. When most people played, they did so in a brutish way, never quite mastering the game, but instead choosing to force their wills upon it and dominate it in a way the game was never meant to be played, and in so doing, they would often plateau. Those that managed to surpass their limits often found themselves heading toward yet another wall and unable to break through.

      It was often due to their belief in themselves, that they no longer needed to learn because they had spent countless hours perfecting their craft.

      That was an interesting notion, and so far as I’d seen, it was incredibly false.

      One always needed to strive to be stronger. To move past each and every plateau and shatter every limit. That was the only way to defeat Zaxcs. And we had to defeat him. For humanity and the universe at large.

      And I knew with everything in me that the only one who could do it was Garrett Andrews. He had shown a remarkable tendency to learn and grow beyond every limit. Even at the top of the ladder where he now stood, he looked for newer, better challenges. He constantly tested himself.

      And when he used random to win matches? Well, I knew he was the one. Sure, Terra Forma was one of those games that did randomly assign skills and classes based on what it thought the player would do well with, but at the same time, I’d seen players restart countless times to get an optimal build before beginning.

      What they didn’t know was that the builds were always optimal if a player could find the right synergies, and that was something Garrett had been able to do time and time again.

      It was why I had chosen him out of the countless humans on his planet because he wouldn’t be able to change his class or abilities now that he was here. He would have to use what he got and forge it into a power unlike any the universe had better seen.

      “And there’s no one better suited for that,” I whispered as I turned my attention from my avatar and back out to the infinite cosmos. Off in the distance, almost too far to comprehend, I could feel the world devourer as he consumed everything in his path in an unceasing, unending pit of hunger and entropy.

      He was still far away, and there was still time, but that didn’t mean I didn’t worry for all those lost to his endless appetite. Oddly though, I didn’t find myself as worried as I had been.

      After all, Garrett had come, and he would win. I knew it in the core of my being.
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      As I re-materialized on the other side of the mirror, I found myself standing on a large expanse of dug-up earth wearing the same clothes I’d been in when I’d stepped into the bar what felt like forever ago. A quick glance around let me know there wasn’t a lot else here because it was sort of like standing in the Sahara Desert, except the earth looked less desolate and more freshly turned.

      I spun in a slow circle, hoping to find something else on the horizon, but other than the portal back to the Hall of Mirrors, I saw nothing much of interest. Hell, even that wasn’t that interesting because it was now blocked by the same ethereal chains that had barred me from returning to Earth. A quick glance at it revealed why.

      You have entered a dungeon. This gate will not open until the dungeon’s boss has been defeated.

      “Figures,” I muttered as I looked around once more. It really wasn’t that surprising because that’s how dungeons in Terra Forma had worked. Unlike worlds which could be entered and left at leisure, dungeons behaved differently. Let’s just say that there had been more than a few times I’d entered them and been unable to defeat it for days at a time.

      Hell, some of the higher end championship matches I’d been in involved entering a newly created dungeon and trying to defeat it as quickly as possible.

      A quick glance at my status page revealed a little more information, but not much.

      It was no surprise that my stats, Strength, Intelligence, Agility, Fortitude, and Charisma had all dropped from their godly versions. Still, they were a bit higher than I remembered them being when I normally started new games in Terra Forma. That was interesting in and of itself, as was my current class.

      Like in Terra Forma, I’d received a random class when entering my first dungeon. Some said it was based on the user’s stats and play history, but I was pretty sure it was just a random algorithm. Either way, the new one looked like it would be fun.

      “Auramancer,” I said before reading the class description aloud. “An Auramancer has the ability to manipulate his aura as well as that of those he defeats.” It wasn’t a class I’d played very often since I tended to go for more physical classes when I could select mine, but I knew the basics of it from all the times I’d had it randomly assigned to me. In short, the more enemies I defeated, the more powerful I’d become.

      That would be perfect.

      Assuming I could find some enemies, of course.

      I took one more scan of the surrounding scenery and, seeing nothing, pulled open my active abilities list.

      There were only three abilities listed.

      Auric Sense - The ability to sense the aura of those around you.

      It was a skill I’d used a bunch of times, and basically, once it was active, it let me sense the aura of any nearby enemies, though there was a way to pour extra Aura into it for a limited time and activate an Overdrive effect to increase its strength.

      The second ability was a bit more interesting.

      Aura Infusion - This ability allows the user to infuse his normal attacks with Aura to increase their damage.

      It was a pretty self-explanatory skill that basically let me consume Aura to deal more damage, run faster, jump farther, you know, that sort of thing, so I turned my attention to the third and final ability I’d been granted.

      Auric Extraction - The ability to pull the Aura out of a fallen enemy.

      On the surface, it didn’t seem like much of an ability, but it was the one that was perhaps the core ability for the Auramancer because the description didn’t quite do it justice. Sure, right now, it was just a way of regenerating Aura from fallen enemies, but I knew that once it leveled up, it would be truly devastating, especially when used in combination with Aura Infusion.

      Unfortunately, right now, all three skills were at level one. I’d have to fix that.

      I turned my attention to my special skill but found it was locked and blurred out. A quick check let me know why.

      Your Special Skill has not yet been unlocked. Reach level five to unlock a Special Skill.

      Well, I was going to do that, anyway. I flicked my wrist and cast Auric Sense, and like magic, my surroundings seemed to light up with a blue-green overlay. Only, unlike before, I could now feel the flow of aura within the air. There wasn’t a lot, but I could distinctly tell that there was quite a bit more to the northeast.

      “That must be where the monsters are located,” I said to myself and made my way forward while keeping my eyes out for anything I could use to fashion a weapon. This was always my favorite part of Terra Forma, the very beginning when you had nothing but your wits and bare hands to guide you.

      Unfortunately, while most locales had trees and stuff that I could break down to make a spear or something, I found nothing but earth, earth, and more earth as I made my way forward. There weren’t even large stones or anything. The biggest rocks I found were all about quarter-sized, but even still, I found myself picking up the small pebbles and pocketing them as I walked.

      I’d made it about a mile when my Auric Sense pinged, and while there weren’t wavy lines around my head like Spider-Man, I knew, just knew, there was something behind me.

      I spun on my heel to find myself staring at an ant the size of a small dog. Its black carapace shone in the warm light of the sun overhead, and its mandibles worked furiously as it settled its multifaceted eyes upon me.

      “Hey, there, buddy,” I said as a small window appeared in the left corner of my vision letting me know this was a Giant Scout Ant. There wasn’t much else known about it because I didn’t have more information on the target, but that was fine since its name was white. That meant it was within a couple levels of my own, and that was all I really needed to know.

      Instead of responding, it just darted toward me in a burst of speed that was quite frankly surprising given its massive size. I knew that, scientifically, Giant Ants shouldn’t really be able to exist because the weight of its body would make it difficult for its legs to hold its weight. I also knew I was in a fantasy world where the usual rules didn’t apply.

      I stepped to the side as it got close, and as it rushed by me, I leapt onto its back, throwing all my body weight into the move. My shoulder slammed into the spot between its head and thorax, driving it into the soft dirt beneath us and sending us into a skid that hurt it a lot more than me.

      It recovered a lot quicker than I’d expected though, and as I managed to cinch my arms around its “neck,” the ant began to buck like a bronco. Even with my Aura-enhanced muscles, it was nearly impossible to hang on, and only a moment later, I found myself flying through the air.

      I managed to angle myself well enough as I came down so that I hit in a roll and popped to my feet just as the ant leapt for my face, mandibles thrashing. There was no time to dodge, so I did the only thing I could do. I reached out and grabbed its mandibles.

      Immediately, the sharpened chitin of the ant’s jaws began to cut into my hands, but I ignored it, and instead pumped Aura into my hands and muscles as the creature bore down on me and drove me into the dirt. Its eyes were fixed on me as it struggled to bite down on my face and neck, but I managed to keep it away... for now anyway. A quick glance at my Aura bar told me I couldn’t keep this up for long because it was draining away at a furious pace. I had maybe ten more seconds… tops.

      So, I did the only thing I could do. I pumped Aura into my legs and core and executed a move I’d learned in Sansoo Kung Fu when I’d first started out. I pulled the ant forward with my arms while kicking upward with my legs. The movement caused the creature to slide forward along my body, and as its face hit the dirt beside me, I rolled my body out from beneath its stinger while wrapping my arms around its hind legs before bringing my body to a sitting position on the back of its abdomen.

      A loud crack filled my ears as the ant’s chitinous shell snapped in places and warm goo coated my legs, hands, and body because, believe it or not, ants were not meant to be put in a Boston crab.

      The creature struggled in vain for a few more moments, but I never let go. After all, I’d lost more than a few lives in my early days from assuming a monster was dead when it wasn’t, so I kept the hold cinched in on the creature until I receive a message.

      You have killed creature: Giant Scout Ant.

      I didn’t really pay attention to the rest of the message because I was too busy focused on the last line of text filling the corner of my vision just like it had in the game.

      You have leveled up. You gain three stat points and one skill point to distribute.

      It didn’t even take me a second to decide what to use. As an Auramancer, my most powerful stat was Intelligence, which was also the hardest stat to raise on its own. After all, it was pretty hard to make yourself smarter…

      I dumped all three points into Intelligence. Then I put my skill point into Aura Extraction. It was a calculated risk, but I knew if I leveled it high enough, I’d gain the offshoot ability that let me pull Aura out of a live enemy, and that would be a game changer.

      Satisfied, I turned to the corpse of the Giant Scout Ant and realized I could see green smoke rising out of it. That meant Aura was already starting to leave the corpse.

      “Well, we can’t have that,” I said as I reached my right hand toward the fallen monster and used my newly leveled ability. There was a flash of light around my outstretched fingers, and then the smoke began to move toward me. The moment it touched me, I felt a surge of strength, and my green bar started to fill once again. Better still, the wounds I’d gotten on my hands healed over.

      Unfortunately, healing my injuries took a lot more of the ant’s Aura than I’d liked, so even after I was done, I found my Aura bar was only about three-quarters of the way full. Still, it was better than a stick in the eye.

      That done, it was time to do the messy part.

      Harvesting the corpse.

      Sure, once I was higher level and had more resources, I wouldn’t need to harvest every monster I found, but until I was in that place, I couldn’t do that. Once processed, the chitin could become weapons and armor, and the meat inside, food. After all, the last thing I wanted to do was starve to death here, and besides, a three and a half ounce serving of ant was about fourteen grams of protein back home. Hey, I’ve been to Brazil, okay? Let’s just say it tastes a lot better than you would think it would.

      I moved toward the dead ant and carefully pulled off one of the ant’s legs that I’d broken earlier. It took some doing since I didn’t want to use any Aura to enhance my strength, so I just wound up twisting it at the joint until it came off with a squelch. Without even thinking about it, I summoned my inventory just like I had in the game, and it was only as I found myself staring at the grid in space, I smirked. I don’t know why I’d just expected it to work, but I had. Probably because so far, it had been so similar to the game. Either way, I wasn’t going to complain.

      I deposited the ant’s leg into my inventory, and as it appeared in one of the little boxes, I smiled.

      “Yeah, inventory management!” I pumped a fist. Then I set to work on the rest of the ant. Admittedly, once I pulled off one of the mandibles to use as a knife, it got considerably easier.

      It wasn’t really that difficult once I set to it because I’d butchered monsters of all times a bazillion times in-game, and in addition to that, I’d also been trained by the world’s best butchers and skinners, both in the field and not. That didn’t mean it wasn’t a lot of work though, and by the time I finished, I was sweating bullets.

      Still, I couldn’t be too upset because a pair of messages flitted across my vision.

      You have learned the skill Hand Weapons (Primitive).  Increasing your skill will increase your damage, accuracy, and speed.

      You have learned the skill Field Dressing. Increasing your skill will allow you to more effectively harvest the corpses of creatures you encounter.

      I stared at them for a moment before wiping my mouth with the back of one hand. I knew one thing to be true. I’d need to find water before I got dehydrated.
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      While my initial inclination was to head straight toward the mass of dots highlighted by my Auric Sense ability, I knew that would be silly because who knew how many ants I’d have to face at once when I got there. So, instead, I scouted out the territory around me and spent the next several hours hunting and stalking the Giant Scout Ants busily surveying the area.

      There were two reasons for this. Reason one was simple. More kills meant more experience.

      Reason two was a bit more nuanced because I had a hunch that if anyone knew where I could find food and water, it would be the Giant Scout Ants.

      That had proved to be a fool's errand though because after I’d eliminated about twenty of the buggers, I hadn’t managed to find any food or water sources.

      On the plus side, though, I had gotten myself to level four, which had given me an additional six stat points to add to my build. I wound up dumping just over half into Intelligence for a couple of reasons that were mostly related to Aura Infusion. See, I could use that ability to increase my strength and speed, and the power of that ability was largely based on my Intelligence. That meant that as long as I had Aura available to use, I could basically boost all three stats by boosting my Intelligence. Sure, if I ran out of Aura, I’d be in trouble, but by increasing my Intelligence, I also increased my available Aura.

      So, win, win.

      Even better, through constantly using the skill, I’d managed to raise it to skill level two, and three was right around the corner. It made me happy because it meant I didn’t need to use the skill point I got every level to increase it. And, better still, every level seemed to make it cost a bit less to use while also granting me more damage or speed.

      Unfortunately, while I would have loved to put all my points into Intelligence, I was forced to put the rest into Fortitude because by raising the stat, I could decrease my body’s need for trivial things like food, water, and air. While air seemed to be in plentiful supply, both food and water were in short supply, unless I wanted to try eating raw ant of course. Truthfully, I'd have been more worried about food and water if I was planning on staying here a while, but given the number of enemies I could see on my overlay, I knew that this whole thing wouldn’t take more than a day or two at most. Even if I went slowly. And with my increased Fortitude, I knew I would make it even if I didn’t wind up finding food or water.

      Boosting Fortitude also made me a bit tougher to hurt physically, and while I was pretty good at not getting hit, I did like the idea of being able to tank the ants a bit better. Besides, the less Aura I used for healing after a battle when I used Auric Extraction, the better because it meant I had more Aura at my disposal. That said, I also used all my skill points to level Auric Extraction to level four as well so I could pull more Aura out of my targets.

      “Well, that seems like it was the last scout ant,” I said to no one in particular as I looked around the horizon. There were no more glowing dots in my overlay… at least not ones that weren’t closer to the central pack.

      Nodding to myself, I started making my way toward the least dense cluster of ants that I could find. From the look of my overlay, it seemed like it was only a group of two or three, and as I approached them, it became obvious why they were grouped in clusters sporadically placed around the denser section of ants.

      Giant Sentry Ant, its name was also in white, so normally I wouldn’t have been too worried, but being that there were two of them standing next to one another, that would make things a bit iffy. It made me wish I had some kind of snare skill. If I did, I could root one to the ground and then deal with the other one at my leisure.

      I spent the next few moments trying to think of a way I could divide and conquer the ants but came up with nothing really usable. There simply wasn’t a lot available to use as far as the surroundings went. As I’d said before, there was just dirt, dirt, and more dirt.

      Still, I had a tiny inkling of an idea, and if it didn’t work, well, I’d still be in the same spot of having to deal with two ants at once.

      I quickly pulled off my hoodie and placed it into my inventory before pulling off my t-shirt. Then I used one of the mandibles I’d been using like a crude dagger to cut a piece of the shirt into a strip about four inches by two inches. Then I punched a hole into the top and the bottom on both of the four-inch sides about a half inch in. That done, I made another set of holes on each side about two inches farther into the center.

      Once I was finished, I set my rectangle down and cut four long thin strips, separated them into pairs, and then braided them together until I had some semi-strong t-shirt rope.

      Next, I threaded one of my ropes through all four holes on the top of my rectangle and the other through the bottom of the rectangle. It took a bit of doing since the ends were a touch frayed, and I had to go up through the first hole, down through the second hole, back up through the third hole, before coming back down through the fourth hole. And I had to do it once for both the top and bottom.

      That done, I pulled on the ropes until I had equal lengths of rope on both the bottom and top of each side. Then I made a loop with the top rope so I could fit it around my hand and wrist. Once I had it adjusted to my liking, I made a hitch knot and further adjusted it.

      Satisfied, I took the bottom rope and tied a knot that I could easily grab while not having any slack in either it or the one tied to my wrist.

      A moment later, I stared at my sling and smiled. While I wasn’t sure if my crude, two cord sling would actually work, I had no reason to think it wouldn’t. After all, it had worked just fine when I’d taken that month-long survival course out in the Appalachians, during the hours I’d spent practicing, and in the numerous times I’d used it in-game since then. I just normally hadn’t made it with my t-shirt.

      Still, now it was time to try it out. I grabbed the knot between my thumb and forefinger so that my rectangle formed a hanging pouch. Then I took one of the pebbles I’d collected and placed it in my pouch.

      Taking a deep breath, I moved a bit farther from the ants so I could practice. After all, this was real, not a game, and I likely wouldn’t get a second chance.

      That said, it was surprising how well my muscle memory remembered how to use the sling. Without thinking, I swung my arm forward in an underhand arc and released my hold on the knot just as the pouch reached a forty-five-degree angle.

      The rock flew off into the distance with a surprising amount of power, pretty much where I wanted it to go. Perfect. I spent the next few minutes using the sling before I was satisfied that I had it down. Then I crept back up to the ridge so I could look at the pair of sentry ants standing guard over their little patch of dirt.

      It was strange. After my first couple encounters with the Giant Scout Ants, I’d stopped being anxious, but here I was again, all nerves. I took a deep breath to center myself and then shoved my feelings down and focused on my task. I carefully selected the biggest pebble I’d found, barely the size of a half dollar, and placed it in my sling.

      Then I stood and focused on the closer of the two ants. I took a couple quick steps as I readied my throw, focused on using Aura Infusion to add extra oomph to my attack, and let the rock fly. It whistled through the air like a fucking meteor and struck the ant hard on the right eye with a sound like a fucking gunshot. The blow rocked the creature to the side, and as it started to slump, I already had my second rock out. I shifted my hips and let this one fly at its partner.

      While the one I’d struck initially was definitely down if not out, the second one was already on the move. My rock caught it between both antennas with enough force to send a spiderweb of cracks out across its hard outer shell. It stumbled as I reloaded another rock and let it fly. This one caught it right above the mandibles, and the sound was like cracking glass. The creature reared back in pain, and as it did, I slung my third rock at it.

      This one caught it on the underside of its thorax, and as it slumped to the ground, I grabbed my mandibles and charged do the hill while pumping Aura into my legs.

      I drove the weapon right into the creature’s cracked thorax with all the strength my momentum and bodyweight could muster as I came down the hill. The blow sent the creature sliding back across the soft earth as my mandible sank deep into its body.

      The creature started to thrash, but I willed another mandible to appear in my hand from my inventory as I struck out in a blow that brought it down on the creature’s already cracked head. As the mandible cut through its cracked chitin shell like a hot knife through butter, I drove the heel of my other hand onto the back of it and hammered it into the soft flesh beneath.

      You have killed creature: Giant Sentry Ant.

      Satisfied, I pulled another pair of mandibles from my inventory and sprinted toward the first ant I’d hit. The creature was still lying stunned on the ground but was obviously still alive. That said, a quick few cuts to the joints between its head and thorax ended that problem.

      You have learned the skill Projectile Weapons (Primitive). Increasing your skill will increase your damage, accuracy, and range.

      You have leveled up. You gain three stat points and one skill point to distribute.

      You have reached level five. Your Special Skill is now available.

      “Sweet,” I said as I opened the flashing prompt in the corner of my vision to see what Special Skill I had been granted.

      Archetype - When Auric Extraction is used on a new enemy, its essence will be recorded for later use.

      “Interesting,” I said with a nod.

      In Terra Forma, most Special Skills that weren’t pre-selected were randomly generated upon creation and could definitely have interesting effects, so it was no surprise that I hadn’t seen this one before. While it wasn’t a super useful skill right now, I knew it would be once I was back in my own realm because with it I could use it to create creatures for my new world. That would save me the trouble of transporting creatures from other worlds and breeding them incessantly… or, at least, I hoped it would.

      Satisfied, I used my new skill point on Auric Extraction because Special Skills couldn’t be leveled, and then proceeded to add two of my new skill points to Intelligence and one to Fortitude.

      Then I used Auric Extraction on the closest Giant Sentry Ant. Like before, my Aura bar refilled, and I felt my exertion leave me, but unlike every other time I’d done it before, I saw a new message.

      Pattern: Giant Sentry Ant has been learned. Would you like to create a Giant Sentry Ant?
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      I’ll be honest, I stared at the blinking message for the better part of a minute. While I’d never used Archetype before, I hadn’t expected it to work quite like this. Still, I was intrigued beyond almost all measure, even if I didn’t normally play summoner type classes.

      If I could create some ants, that would make this whole thing a hell of a lot easier.

      “Yes,” I said, and as the words left my lips, another menu popped up in front of me displaying the Giant Sentry Ant like a vaguely translucent 3D model that listed its stats in their entirety, as well as the cost to create, which was thankfully well within my ability. Part of me had worried that I wouldn’t have the necessary amount of Aura to create the summon, but that didn’t seem to be a problem thanks to all the points I’d added to Intelligence.

      Stranger still though was that there was an empty star shape in the corner of the menu. Then because I had no better course of action, I just asked aloud. While the help menu in Terra Forma was better than most, half the time it still didn’t actually give me useful information, but I was hoping it would help.

      “What’s the star mean?” I said, and thankfully, the gods above must have thought my question was valid because a new message filled my vision.

      You have not created a Giant Sentry Ant. The first creature you create for any Pattern will be more powerful than subsequent creations.

      “Ah,” I said with a nod. That was pretty cool because it meant two things. Not only could I create multiple ants, but the first one would be even stronger. So, if I found new types of ants, I might have a host of firsters.

      “Well, let’s do this,” I said and smacked my palms together. “Create Ant!” Yeah, I know I didn’t have to say anything, but it felt a lot cooler to shout out a command.

      There was a flash of light as green smoke poured out of me and filled in the pattern in front of me. It was kind of crazy, like watching someone build a complicated structure out of Play-Doh, only in super fast forward.

      An eye blink later, a green-hued Giant Sentry Ant was standing before me. I could clearly see all its stats and its level, which was one, but strangely enough, it didn’t seem to have health of its own. Whenever I had used summons in the past, they’d always had their own health, but this one definitely didn’t. Crazier still was that its Aura was approximately ten percent less than what I had used to summon the creature.

      And as I stared at it, I realized it wasn’t taking any Aura to maintain it. Was it really just the cast of costing? If so, how many could I create?

      I went to try again since it had only taken about a quarter of my Aura, and this time, when I opened the pattern, I saw the star was filled in, indicating I had now created my first creature.

      “Well, well,” I said as I created another ant, and unsurprisingly, this one’s stats were a lot weaker than the first one. Like before, it had no health, and unlike the first, its total Aura was about twenty percent less than the amount I’d used to create it.

      I consulted the help menu once more and tried to find out how the whole health thing worked, but this time, there was no information about it or really anything else.

      “Well, that’s lame.” I stared at the ants. “Guess we’ll have to learn as we go.”

      They, unsurprisingly, didn’t respond.

      Resolving not to summon more ants until I knew how it worked when they took damage, I used Auric Extraction on the other ant which regenerated most of the Aura I’d consumed, then I set to dismembering the corpses. I got the first one halfway done when I had a thought.

      I had summons.

      “First and Second, can you two help me harvest the corpses?” They didn’t respond in words as such. Instead, the two ants moved forward and began to cut apart the corpses… in exactly the way I’d have done it. Only I didn’t have to do it.

      “Man, I could get used to this,” I said as I began to gather up the harvested ant pieces.

      A few minutes later, we were done, and I put my hands on my hips as I stared at the two ants.

      “Well, you two are awesome.” It was true. It would have taken me a good twenty minutes to harvest the two ant corpses, but my ants and I had field dressed both in less than five. Crazier still was that my skill seemed to go up exactly as much as it would have if I’d done it myself. Did that mean that we shared experience as well?

      I wasn’t quite sure, especially since I didn’t know quite how they worked, but I would soon enough because the next set of ants wasn’t that far away.

      I picked up the rocks I’d used to fell the ants and tucked them into my pocket. Then I checked my sling before heading in the direction of the next cluster of ants. My plan was simple. Wipe out every cluster I could to maximize my experience before moving toward the denser spots.

      As I walked along, the ants followed me at a modest pace, staying just far enough behind me to be close, but not annoyingly so. Almost like they knew what I wanted them to do. Admittedly, part of me wanted to try riding one so that I wouldn’t have to walk, but they weren’t quite big enough for that. Maybe I could find a Giant Quarterhorse Ant though?

      The rest of the journey was filled with me recalling all the monsters I’d ever faced in the game and wishing I had their patterns at my disposal, which was also when it really hit me that this was real.

      In all my previous exploits, Terra Forma had been a game. This time? It wasn’t. I’d get to keep everything I’d ever earned, at least until Zaxcs came to devour my world, anyway, only I was determined to grow strong enough to stop him.  And to do that, I needed to level up as quickly as possible, forge my planet into a juggernaut of strength, and form alliances with every world I could find.

      It was do or die.

      I felt my hands clench into fists as I came upon the next cluster of Giant Sentry Ants. As if they knew what was going on, First and Second seemed to grow both agitated and excited.

      That said, I knew rushing into battle with untested summons was silly, especially since there were three ants at this spot and I didn’t have an uphill advantage like I had last time.

      “Okay,” I said as I glanced back at First and Second. “We’re going to play this smart.” I pointed to the enemy ants. “I’m going to hit the center one. If it goes down, I’ll move left, either way, I’ll plan on dealing with both of them. While that happens, I want you to focus down the right one. After that, come help me if I’m actively fighting, and if not, get any that are down but not dead.”

      They didn’t nod or anything, but I got the impression they understood, so I readied my sling and did a slow count in my head.

      As I launched the first rock through the air, First and Second took off toward our adversaries with a burst of speed that was a lot less than they’d had in life. The rock cracked the second one in the side of the head, and as it wobbled sideways, I was already hurling my next rock. That one put it down, but I knew I wouldn’t even have time to try a third time.

      My ants were just about at the enemies now, and as they launched themselves at the right one, the left ant broke off to attack them instead of me.

      “Perfect,” I mumbled as I used the distraction to fling another stone at it. This one caught the left ant in the side with an earsplitting crack. As it turned back toward me, it caught another rock right in its left mandible. The creature squealed in pain, giving me time to hit it again. Unfortunately, because of the way it was thrashing in pain, my rock only glanced off its shoulder.

      That was okay, though, because I was already tearing forward. I called my mandibles into my hands and leapt onto the creature’s back while using all my eight to drive the weapons into the softer spot between its head and thorax. There was a loud snap as my weight drove the creature to the ground, letting me know I’d probably broken its legs.

      My twin mandibles tore through the soft joint with ease, spilling warm goo across the dirt, and as I tore them out savagely, I was greeted with a message.

      You have killed creature: Giant Sentry Ant.

      Satisfied, I leapt to my feet and turned to help my ants, only as I did, I got another message.

      Your summoned creatures have killed creature: Giant Sentry Ant.

      I barely had time to think before the two ants tore off to get the center ant which was just starting to recover. They leapt on it with furious abandon, and since it was mostly down, it was quite soon out.

      Then, First and Second turned to look at me, and as their blinking multifaceted eyes fixed on me, I got the impression they were wondering if I was pleased with them.

      “Good fucking job!” I cried, and as I did, I opened their respective menus to see what had happened. That’s when my eyes widened in shock. First appeared to be totally fine… and while both seemed completely uninjured, Second had no Aura in his bar.

      That’s when I realized my own Aura had decreased by nearly half, which was way more than I’d used for Aura Infusion. And that’s when it hit me. The ants used Aura as health, and when it dropped to zero, they started to consume my Aura, which could drain me in a flash.

      Thankfully, Second was already starting to regenerate his Aura, so I knew I wouldn’t have to heal the creature per se, but it definitely made me a bit more wary of what would happen if, say, ten summons got knocked out from an area-of-effect attack. My entire Aura bar might vanish along with them.

      I quickly cast Auric Extraction on the first corpse and set my ants to begin harvesting it before I moved to the next two corpses. Right now, I had about two-thirds of my Aura, and it would remain there if I created two more ants and then used Auric Extraction to regenerate Aura.

      So, I did just that, and in no time, I had four ants. I was going to build an army to overrun my enemies and worry about the consequences later since I hadn’t even seen any monsters with Area of Effect attacks yet.
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      A few hours later, I’d cleaned out the last of the small pockets of Giant Sentry Ants and was planning my next phase. There were three larger pockets of ants spread out in a triangular formation around the central body. I had yet to get close enough to actually see what that mass of ants looked like, and while I was hoping it was just a bunch of ants chilling on the dirt, I was worried it was just the entrance to the colony, and I’d have to go deep within it to find the boss.

      Still, that was a ways away anyway, so I turned my attention to what I had going for me. I’d managed to reach level eight, and I’d learned that I had a hard and fast limit to how many ants I could create. That limit was double my current level, so I had sixteen ants with me. I’d also learned that I could store ants for later in something called Auric Limbo, but since they were all the same kind, I hadn’t bothered to create more.

      I had named my ants according to how I’d created them, so they were One through Sixteen respectively, though I still had a soft spot for One and Two, both of whom had made it to level three. Unfortunately, while Three through Twelve were all level two, Thirteen through Sixteen were all level one, and barely at that, since I’d summoned them as I’d leveled up.

      Auric Extraction was now level five, and I’d used the remaining skill points to increase Aura Infusion to level three. Most of my points were still in Intelligence, so I had quite a bit of Aura at my disposal, though I had put quite a few points into Fortitude as well, which was probably why I no longer felt hungry or thirsty at all.

      I’d also managed to increase my proficiency with my primitive sling to two, and though I’d only done one battle with it at that level, I was pleased to find that I could nearly one shot a Giant Sentry Ant now as long as I hit it in the head. A critical shot to the eye would kill it outright.

      My Hand Weapons skill had also increased to two and was very nearly three, but the limiting factor there was definitely the weapon. While I felt a bit better with the mandibles, they weren’t the best daggers in the world.

      Still, they would have to do.

      As I crept forward toward the first of the three sides of the ant-angle, I realized I was staring at a group of six ants. There were four Giant Sentry Ants and two more ants I’d never seen before, identified as Giant Soldier Ants. At the size of a small pony, they were quite a bit bigger than the sentries who were about Doberman-size. Worse, their mandibles were significantly longer and more jagged looking. Something told me that if one of them got those mandibles around me, I’d be in a world of pain.

      The two Giant Soldier Ants stood in the center with the four Sentries arrayed around them. Their antennae twitched as they surveyed the area, and I wondered if these would actually be able to see me before I attacked them. The others hadn’t been able to spot me until I was right on top of them (I’d tested it), but from the way the Sentries scanned the area, I was betting they had a much bigger cone of vision.

      Thankfully, it wasn’t enough to see me or my army from where I lay behind a tiny outcropping of earth. I took a deep breath as I glanced back at my ants and tried to decide what to do.

      I knew I wouldn’t be able to outrun the Sentries at my current level, so I doubted I’d be able to kite the Soldiers around either. That meant I had two options. Try to dispose of the Sentries first and then deal with the Soldiers or go the other way. Ignore the Sentries and take on the Soldiers.

      But then again, I had sixteen ants, and I was pretty sure that both One and Two could probably take on a Sentry Ant themselves. That left two more to deal with. If I paired Three and Four with Nine and Ten respectively, they could probably deal with the rest of the Sentries no problem. I’d keep Five and Six to help One and Two with that sortie and assist where needed.

      That left me Seven, Eight, and Eleven through Sixteen to deal with the Soldiers, so I just divided the groups in half according to level and instructed them to attack the Soldiers while I hit them with rocks.

      It wasn’t the best plan, and part of me wanted to make One and Two tank the Soldiers to conserve Aura, but it would be better to finish off the Sentries quicker and then put all my damage dealers on the soldiers. My Aura would just have to hold until then.

      Besides, I had my sling, and I was getting pretty good with it. I picked up my biggest rock and readied it.

      “As soon as I attack, charge,” I told my ants who responded by twitching their antennae just how they had before. Satisfied, I turned my attention back to the Soldiers.

      Which was when I realized that it would be hard to hit one in the head or eye from where I was standing, but if I hit the lead Sentry Ant, I’d clear a path that would let me get the left or right one. That was the Sentry I’d assigned to One, so I turned toward him and smiled brightly.

      “Change of plans. After I take down the lead Sentry, get the right Soldier. I’ll hit the left.” His antennae twitched in response, so I just nodded and turned to my task.

      I summoned up my aura into the rock until it was practically blazing with all its level three glory. Then I let the little blue meteor fly.

      It smashed into the Sentry and with enough force to punch through its eye and crack the other side of its skull which, unsurprisingly, dropped the creature like a bad fucking habit.

      My ants charged our adversaries as it collapsed to the dirt which gave our enemies something to focus on. Namely us.

      I didn’t waste any time though. I sent another charged rock at the left Soldier.

      Unfortunately, even though I hit him square in the center of the heads, it didn’t seem to matter. The creature just turned its head toward me, gnashed its mandibles, and charged at me in a burst of speed that threw a dust cloud into the air.

      “Fuck,” I muttered as I launched a second rock that just bounced harmlessly off the creature.

      Then it was on me, and I had no more time to think. I let my mandibles materialize in my hands and then lashed out at the charging Soldier. It tried to both slam into me and bite me at the same time, but I’d done this dance a couple of times with the Sentries, so I stepped to the side and whirled like a bullfighter as it came in.

      The Soldier’s mandibles snapped shit around empty as I drove the mandible in my left hand into its eye. There was a flurry of sparks as my mandible snapped in half like a piece of kindling.

      Still, my attack seemed to have enraged the beast because it whipped its head sideways like it was trying to get away from my attack and bite me at the same time. So, I decided to help it by smacking it on the top of the head with my now empty, Aura-infused fist. The blow drove the ant into the ground, and as its mandibles pierced the earth, I leapt on top of it.

      Unfortunately, the creature seemed more than able to support my weight because it barely moved as I landed on its neck. Then it started to buck like a bronco, so I cinched my legs around its neck and grabbed onto its antenna with my left hand.

      Pain shot through me as the razor-sharp edge of its antenna cut into my hand, but I pushed it down and focused on driving the mandible in my right hand into its injured eye.

      It took four attempts (and three more mandibles from storage) to get the damn thing to go into the eye, and when it did, the ant screamed in pain. I barely heard it though because I was too busy using all my Aura-boosted strength to hammer it into the creature’s eye socket.

      That was when it finally managed to buck me off. I hit the ground hard on my shoulder, but as I tried to roll to my feet, the ant barreled into me and knocked me flat on my back as I tried to twist away from it. I came down hard on my shoulder blades, and as breath whooshed out of me, the ant darted in, mandibles thrashing the air.

      “Fuck,” I muttered, and as I tried to use my Aura to help me move out of the way faster, I realized I had no more left. That. Wasn’t. Good.

      And this fucking ant wasn’t helping things.

      So, I did the only thing I could do, I kicked the creature square in the face. The force of the impact rang down my leg as the heel of my foot smashed into its open jaws. It must not have been expecting that because the blow seemed to stun the ant long enough for me to get out of the way. I threw myself to the side right as it tried to take a bite out of me, and as it tore into the earth where I’d been only a moment before, I kicked it again. Only this time, my heel smashed into the mandible I’d driven into its eyes.

      Then because it felt so good, I did it until a message flashed across my vision.

      You have killed creature: Giant Soldier Ant.

      Not bothering to check the messages that I’d ignored while I’d tangoed with the GSA, I leapt to my feet and spun to check on my ant buddies.

      What I saw wasn’t good. Almost all my ants were gone save Two, Three, and One. And the sight of Three clenched in the jaws of the bleeding Giant Soldier Ant down there sent me into a rage. Even if they would regenerate, seeing them get hurt pissed me off.

      With a roar, I spun on my heel and used Auric Extraction on the fallen Soldier, and as my Aura refilled, a familiar message greeted me.

      Pattern: Giant Soldier Ant has been learned. Would you like to create a Giant Soldier Ant?

      “Yes,” I growled. Almost immediately, a green Giant Soldier Ant appeared in front of me, and I wasted no time sending it into battle.

      “Kill it!” I cried as my remaining Aura began to drop like an anvil as it tried to heal the damage being done to Three.

      My Soldier tore forward in a flash and smashed into the enemy with all the force of a Greyhound bus smashing into a cement truck. And with that, I had no more Aura.

      Which wasn’t too bad because my new Soldier immediately got the attention of the enemy Soldier. It flung Three to the side and leapt at my guy, who I decided I was going to name Kurt after Kurt Russell from that Soldier movie I’d seen when I was six.

      Unfortunately, even though Kurt was a first, he was still weaker than the original which meant I didn’t have a lot of time before he went down, even with One, Two, and Three fighting the GSA.

      I beat feet down the hill and used Auric Extraction on the dead Sentries, but because of all the damage my summons were taking, I barely got enough Aura to summon another Giant Soldier Ant. I named Todd because that was the character Kurt Russell played in the aforementioned movie and sent him after the stupid GSA still trying to eat my friends.

      Todd wasted no time in sinking his mandibles into the Soldier’s flank, and as it tried to turn to drive him off, Kurt bit into the enemy’s front leg and tore it clean off. As it crashed to the dirt hard, my ants swarmed over him, and a moment later, I got the message I’d been waiting for which was quickly followed by another welcome message.

      Your summoned creatures have killed creature: Giant Soldier Ant.

      You have leveled up. You gain three stat points and one skill point to distribute.

      “Yes!” I cried as I made a fist.

      I quickly distributed my stat points, putting another two into Intelligence, and then put the last one into Agility because apparently running out of Aura could definitely be a thing. Then I used my skill point to raise Aura Infusion to level four.

      Satisfied, I turned toward the corpse of the Giant Soldier Ant and felt my heart sink a bit. This one pack had wiped out almost all my ants on its own because the Soldiers were quite a bit stronger than the Sentries had been. Hell, even my level three Sentries were almost no match for one normal Soldier.

      So, it was with a heavy heart that after I used Auric Extraction on the corpse of the Soldier and set my ants to begin harvesting the corpses, I decided to retire all but One and Two because a quick glance at the stat sheet of Todd confirmed what I’d thought. He was stronger than the others. Sure, the Sentries seemed to have better all-around abilities than the Soldier did, but the Soldiers’ attack and defense were almost double that of the Sentries, and even though the Sentries were way better at harvesting, the Soldiers’ power was more or less what I needed now.

      “Sorry, guys,” I said as I picked up the mandibles I’d had my ants pull off of the Soldier. “But it’s time for an upgrade.”
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      It actually took a lot longer than I’d have liked to sit there and regenerate enough Aura to summon a bunch more Soldier Ants, especially since each one took almost half my Aura to bring forth from the Abyss or wherever they came from, but it was what it was.

      Admittedly, there were several times where I wanted to go with less than eighteen ants, but I knew that impatience might be my downfall. In the end, though, I did decide to keep Three instead of putting him back into spectral holding. There were three reasons for this. One, I learned it cost Aura to put summons away, two, the little guy had survived the attack, so I felt I owed it to him to let him stay, and three, the Sentries still were better for harvesting, and I didn’t want to wait around forever after every battle while the Soldiers ham-fisted their way through it.

      Once I’d filled out my army to my three Sentries and fifteen Soldiers, I pressed forward and eliminated the other two lines with a lot less work than I’d expected. Even though both of those groups were slightly bigger, each containing three Giant Soldier Ants and six Sentries, my army tore right through them. After all, it was basically three on one or worse.

      The process had netted me another level, and both Kurt and Todd were now level three, One and Two were level six, and Three was level five. All the other soldiers, excluding the two I’d summoned when I had leveled up on the last group, were level two.

      Better still, the Soldier mandibles I’d been using like daggers seemed a lot stronger than the Sentry ones I’d been using previously because not only did they not break on contact with the Soldier’s hard shell, they cut through it with relative ease. It made sense since the Soldiers did seem to be able to rip through other ants like they were made of tissue paper.

      So, needless to say, as I approached the center of the overlay with twenty ants (three Sentries, and seventeen Soldiers), I was feeling pretty confident.

      Unfortunately, what I saw made my heart sink.

      “I’m not sure why I didn’t expect this,” I mumbled as I found myself staring at what looked like a giant hole in the ground.

      Actually, hole wasn’t the right word. Cavern might have been better. It was immensely huge, and even though there were a good two dozen ants standing guard around it, I knew that most of the ants had to be inside, just like a real ant colony back on Earth.

      “Guess that just means this dungeon is going to be a touch longer than I expected,” I muttered because judging by my overlay there were probably twenty or thirty more ants within the colony, one of whom had to be the boss. Honestly, I was worried that the moment I attacked, more ants would come spilling out.

      That wouldn’t be that bad, really. If more came out, I’d just kill what I could with my summons and then retreat until the enemy ants lost interest. Then I would re-summon my ants and try again. Assuming I didn’t go down, I could handle a battle of attrition.

      Either way, I was ready to get myself some more experience.

      I let a smile slip across my face as I turned my attention back to the task at hand, gaining entrance to the colony itself. This time, as I focused on each of the enemy ants, I realized there was an ant type I hadn’t encountered before, a Giant Sentinel Ant. He was in addition to the ten Soldiers and thirteen Sentries, and I had no idea what he could do.

      While not as bulky as the Soldiers, its face and body were covered in spiky protrusions that reminded me of a triceratops with a stegosaurus body. Worse, I could tell that, even from here, it had an immense amount of Aura flowing through it, and if I’d had to hazard a guess, I’d have said it was at least triple what the Soldiers had.

      “Okay…” I mumbled as I took a deep breath. My level two Soldiers could probably take an enemy Soldier on their own, and even if they couldn’t, they could hold their own long enough for my plan to work because the Sentries wouldn’t really be able to do much damage to my summons during that time.

      Deciding to ignore the Sentries for now, I took ten of my level two Soldiers and assigned them each a Giant Soldier Ant target. Then, once their target was dead, their orders were to assist the closest ally in dispatching its Soldier.

      I told everyone else to attack the Sentinel. Todd and Kurt would lead the charge with five other Soldiers and One, Two, and Three behind them.

      Even though I’d leveled my Projectile skill up considerably, I was pretty sure that my attacks would have no effect given the amount of armored plating on the Sentinel. After all, I was just using normal, albeit Aura-infused, rocks. That left me another option, though. I could hang back anyway and take out the Sentries before moving on to the Soldiers, thereby freeing up more of my ants to deal with the Sentinel.

      That would also give me the ability to run away a lot easier if things got out of hand.

      Satisfied, I turned to my army and gave them a grin. “Do you want to live forever?” I asked, and when they did their usual twitch of the antennae response, I continued. “That’s what I thought.” I pointed toward the assembled horde guarding the entrance to the colony. “Attack!”

      My ants charged our enemies, and for the first few moments, everything seemed to be okay. While Todd’s and Kurt’s crew attacked the Sentinel and drew his attention, the other ten Soldiers tore into the enemy’s ranks.

      That’s when everything went sideways. The Sentinel let out a howl and slammed its tree-trunk-like legs into the earth, and in that instant, I felt my vision get pulled to it. Then, as I stared stupefied at the creature, all the ants I had assigned to deal with the enemy soldiers turned and leapt toward the Sentinel which had the unfortunate side effect of leaving their backs exposed to the enemy.

      It seemed bad, but judging from the way my ants were beating on the Sentinel, I knew there was no way it could withstand the full brunt of my forces for long. I’d probably lose a bunch of soldiers, but they’d eventually drop him and then it wouldn’t be too hard to burn down the remaining enemies.

      I raised my sling, ready to do what I could to thin out the Sentries harrying my forces when there was a shimmer to the left of the group. Then a white glow surrounded the Sentinel, and my heart sank as I watched the wounds gouged in its tough outer shell heal back to pristine condition.

      My eyes widened in shock. There was a healer hidden somewhere, and if I wanted to win, I had to find and kill it.

      “Oh fuck,” I mumbled as my Aura began to drain at a furious rate.

      Scrambling forward, I not only focused my Auric Sense ability on the surroundings, but I poured additional Aura into it to activate the Overdrive effect. At once, the scene became a too-bright swirl of colors as I saw the Aura in the fucking air. And, in that swirling mass of light, sound, and energy, I saw the vaguest outline of an ant standing just a few meters to the left of the fight.

      It wasn’t enough for me to tell what it looked like, much less identify it by name, but I didn’t care. Either this was the healer, or it was some other kind of stealth unit, and neither of those would be good for my team. Worse, I could see Aura building around it. Was it about to cast another spell?

      A quick glance at the Sentinel confirmed my suspicion. The creature was definitely hurt, and no doubt this hidden ant meant to heal its tank. I couldn’t let that happen.

      I took off toward it while I swung the rock in my sling a couple of times for good measure as I let Aura fill the attack. Then I hurled the Aura-powered stone at the barely visible creature. There was a loud crack as the rock crashed into my target. As it stumbled sideways, clearly thrown off by my attack, not only did the Aura it had been gathered dissipate, but the creature became clear as day with my Auric Sense.

      It was a Giant Minder Ant.

      I took a split second to shut down Overdrive and found I could more or less see the creature. It still had some kind of active camouflage like the Predator had used in those movies that masked most of it from view, but now there was a giant wound that spilled bright green blood down its side.

      And that was enough for me. I was nearly to the creature now, and as it turned toward me, I manifested my mandibles from storage and dove at it. My twin weapons sank into its flank with significantly less resistance than I’d experienced even from the Sentries I'd faced.

      Unfortunately, the creature let out a furious scream as I tore my mandibles out sideways, spilling ichor across the dirt, and as it did, my spider sense began to tingle. Then I heard the rush of steps as a contingent of ants containing one Soldier and two Sentries broke off toward me. Worse, because of the Sentinel's power, my other ants couldn’t help me. That was fine, though. It wouldn’t take much to finish off the Minder, and then I could deal with the new threat.

      “I’ve gotta take this thing down before they get here, or it’ll just heal.” Only as I turned back to the healer who was once more beginning to gather Aura, no doubt to heal itself, I felt the Sentinel's power wash over me again. Everything in me told me to turn and attack it, that it was the most valuable target on the field, and even though I knew that wasn’t true, knew it was just a creature using a spell to keep me from killing its healer, it still cost me several valuable moments.

      “No!” I cried out and gritted my teeth as I pumped Aura into resisting the taunt. In my head, I saw myself getting pulled toward the creature by metaphysical ropes, so I did the only thing I could. I summoned up scissors in my mind and focused on cutting the strands one by one.

      Though each strand of force pulling me toward the Sentinel took a considerable amount of Aura to slice away, the spell finally broke just as the Aura building in the Minder reached a raging crescendo. So, I did what any self-respecting adventurer would do: I stabbed it in the face.

      As I poured what little Aura I had remaining into the attack, my mandibles sank into its head with a sharp crack of splitting chitin. Then I was flying backward as a backlash of energy from the ant’s interrupted spell exploded out of it. I hit the ground hard on my back with little flying ants spinning around my head like I was in a cartoon.

      While I lay there dazed, with the Soldier and its cadre of Sentries nearly upon me, a message flashed across my vision.

      You have killed creature: Giant Minder Ant.

      Laughter burbled from my mouth as I scrambled to my feet and turned to face my attackers.

      “Got your healer!” I snarled as the Sentries fanned out around me to encircle me while the Soldier rushed me as if to say, “Yeah, but now we’ll get you!”

      There was just one problem with that.

      I’d face my share of Soldiers by now, and their charge attack was pretty predictable. I sidestepped the rush with practiced ease and drove my weapon into the joint between its head and thorax, and thanks to the added cutting ability of the mandible in my hand, it sliced through the relative weak spot in the creature’s armor like fucking butter.

      Better still, the creature’s own momentum carried it forward while I braced my body, causing it to rend itself open on my blade. As it ripped past me in a spray of green ichor, its momentum finally pulled my weapon from my hand. I flipped the mandible I had in my other hand, caught it by the tip, and let it fly toward the Sentry on my immediate left.

      The mandible caught it in the center of the head, and while not enough to kill it outright, it certainly made it stop its charge.

      I charged the stunned Sentry as I manifested another pair of Soldier Mandibles from inventory. A quick slash put its head on the dirt, and that gave me enough time and distance to whirl around in time to meet the charge from the remaining Sentries. I rolled out of the way of the left one’s leap, and as I came up onto my knee in front of the right one, I leaned back sharply. As the creature’s mandibles snapped shut mere millimeters from my throat, I drove the twin weapons in my hand into the underside of its neck and scissored them outward.

      Gore sprayed over me as I felt the last one slam into me, and as its pincers bit down on me, I was super glad for all the points I had put into Fortitude. It hurt like a son of a bitch, but that was fine because I wasn’t dead, and that meant I could fight back.

      I gritted my teeth to shut out the pain and drove a mandible into its right eye, ending its life instantly. As its body dropped lifelessly to the floor, I used Auric Extraction on it to refill my Aura. Then, as my Aura began to drain away at a ridiculous speed from the raging battle around me, I sprinted over to the Minder and used the skill again.

      Pattern: Giant Minder Ant has been learned. Would you like to create a Giant Minder Ant?

      Only I couldn’t do it because even though I’d just used Auric Extraction twice, I didn’t have the Aura for it. Part of it was because my Aura was draining away at a furious rate, but most of it was because it would take nearly ninety percent of my maximum Aura to bring it to life.

      “Damn,” I muttered as I used my Auric Extraction skill on the remaining downed enemies before I sprinted toward my army.

      The Sentinel definitely looked like it was in trouble, but thanks to the relentless pounding of the enemy ants on my guys, most of them were gone. In fact, aside from Todd, Kurt, and One, Two, and Three, I was down to just five additional Soldiers. My forces had been reduced by half in the time I’d spent dealing with the Minder and its minions.

      “Not good,” I mumbled as I readied my sling and let an unpowered rock fly. Part of me wanted to charge it, but that would use valuable energy that would otherwise go to healing, and I only had the barest sliver left.

      My rock struck a Sentry in the side, and as it turned toward me, I hit it with a second rock.

      You have killed creature: Giant Sentry Ant.

      The moment the message appeared before my eyes, I used Auric Extraction, but the monster’s Aura had barely flowed into me before going back out to heal my ants.

      That was fine though because no one was fucking with me next, and I used that advantage to take down the rest of the Sentries in a rapid succession of sling rock, extract Aura, and repeat so that by the time I reached the main body of fighting, all the Sentries were dead.

      I once again called my Soldier Mandibles from my inventory, only this time, I used them in the back of the closest soldier. It didn’t take long to take it down, considering that it wasn’t even paying attention to me. I managed to kill two more of them before any of them broke off to fight with me, which had the added advantage of further reducing the damage on my guys.

      So, I made an executive decision and summoned forth two of my Soldier Ants from the Auric Abyss from whence they were from, and as they appeared, I smiled with grim satisfaction because these weren’t under the effects of the Sentinel's taunt.

      They hit the two attackers in front of me with a fury, ripping into them like the fuckers owed them money. I assisted because I wanted their Aura for myself. A moment later, the two ants were down, and while the Aura from one went to healing my guys, the Aura from the other went to bringing back another of my little army.

      My team of three then tore into the backs of the other Soldiers, and I repeated the process of burning one down, and then if I could afford it, using its Aura to summon a new ant. Needless to say, I was so focused on what I was doing that when I saw a new message flash before my eyes, I barely realized I was standing in a dirt field strewn with the bodies of the fallen.

      Your summoned creatures have killed creature: Giant Sentinel Ant.
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      As the adrenaline of the battle faded from my body, I realized that this one battle had got me to level thirteen. That was partially because I’d been nearly level eleven when I’d started, but I wasn’t going to complain a bit about the boost.

      Instead, I quickly allocated my nine stat points, opting to put two into Strength, Intelligence, and Fortitude, and the remaining three into Agility. Next time I leveled, I’d dump an extra point into Strength to even it out because this was the second time I’d run out of Aura during a battle. I was starting to realize that using it to both power my attacks and my summons was going to get harder and harder the further I progressed, so I’d need some actual physical muscle behind my attacks.

      After that, I used my three skill points to increase Auric Sense so that hopefully I’d just spot camouflaged monsters without having to go active. Had I known that healer was there from the start, my strategy would have been a little different.

      That done, I set my ants to harvesting the corpses I’d already extracted Aura from before proceeding to use Auric Extraction on the Giant Sentinel Ant.

      Pattern: Giant Sentinel Ant has been learned. Would you like to create a Giant Sentinel Ant?

      Instead of immediately summoning the creature, though, I decided to take a look at its potential stats. It seemed like a pretty strong ant, but one thing had been clear about the battle was that it didn’t actually do a lot of damage because Todd had managed to tank the thing just fine. A quick look at its stats confirmed why.

      While its defense was off the charts, both its speed and attack power were on a par with the Sentries, which was probably why we hadn’t been wiped out. Had it been as strong as a Soldier, it would have killed us all.

      Still, having a tank, especially one that could take that much damage for that long would be useful. Thanks to my levels, even though I’d gotten all twenty of my ants back on their feet, I had six extra summon slots.

      I brought one Sentinel to life, and as the creature looked at me, I decided to name it Hank for no reason in particular.

      After that, I gave a quick look over the Minder Ant pattern and quickly realized that having Minder Ants would give me a spectacular advantage because they could heal the others without drawing down my Aura which would let me use Aura Infusion even more.

      So, even though I had to spend some time letting my Aura naturally restore to do it, I summoned two of them, and because I was keeping up with my theme, I named the first one Scott and the second one Cassie. Then because I had the free slots, I decided to summon one more. I named that one Lang. Now you get it, huh?

      The Minders looked a lot like smaller and paler Sentries with significantly longer antennas that seemed to twitch erratically. Only, as I stared at them for a couple moments, I realized it wasn’t erratic at all. No, they were actually pointing at the various ants in my small army, and I instantly wondered if they were checking on each and every ant in turn. It wouldn’t surprise me at all, but I decided to test it out, anyway.

      “Lang, can you target Cassie?” As soon as I said the words, Lang’s antenna twitched once before pointing right at Cassie. I waited for a few heartbeats, but when the ant’s antennae didn’t so much as tremble, I found myself satisfied that my deduction was true. “Um… about ease, Lang.”

      Just as I thought, the Minder’s antennae went back to scanning the crowd, and I couldn’t help but let my lips slip into a smug smile.

      Feeling particularly cheeky, I used the remaining two slots to get two more Soldiers, so my new army now stood at three Sentries, nineteen Soldiers, one Sentinel, and three Minders. Not too shabby if I did say so myself, especially since I’d now be entering the colony itself, and according to my overlay, it was bursting at the fucking seams with enemies. I’d thought it hadn’t been that bad, but now that I had upgraded my Sense skill, I realized I was very, very wrong.

      Still, there was only one way forward, and that was, well, down. Once the ants were finished with their harvest, and I had stowed everything away, I told One, Two, and Three to make damned sure they protected the Minders.

      Then I ordered my new Sentinel Ant Hank to make his way toward the entrance flanked by Todd and Kurt. I followed next, and my army followed behind me.

      The ant cave itself was quite a bit different from the surroundings, and honestly, I was a bit welcome for the change in scenery. Instead of being nothing but fresh turned brownish earth, the walls were a mixture of reddish orange striations in a sandstone type substance that was almost glossy and smooth to the touch in a way that reminded me of kiln-glazed pottery. Better still, as we moved down into the depths of the cave, it began to feel moist, and that meant water would soon be at hand.

      After all, I’d long wondered where the ants had gotten water on this godforsaken planet, but I’d judged that there were probably underground reservoirs and rivers because the dirt didn’t seem that dry. No doubt as we ventured forward, we’d run into the ants' source of water.

      Unfortunately, that was probably still going to be awhile because, after only a few hundred meters, we hit resistance. I wasn’t sure if it was because I’d kicked the ant nest or if they’d just been a second contingent of guards that hadn’t been called forth, but we soon found ourselves facing another dozen ants that were a mixture of Soldiers, Scouts, and Sentries, none of which were much of a problem though. Since they lacked their own Sentinel, Hank was easily able to pull all their attention to him. After that, it wasn’t hard for the three Minders to take turns healing him while my Soldiers and I burned down the enemies one by one.

      I got another level, dumped my stat points into Strength, Intelligence, and Fortitude and my skill point into Auric Sense, but better still, I got a Scout pattern out of it too. I’d been a bit dismayed about that since I hadn’t run into any after I’d gotten my special skill, so I was pretty excited when I finally learned the pattern. As soon as I saw it, I wished I’d had one earlier because the Scout Ant had an increased ability to find things like food, water, and treasure.

      Though that fact made me a bit sad, I’d make the most of it now. I spent the Aura to summon an additional Soldier, and because I had the slot, I decided to bring forth a Scout.

      “Okay, Scout.” Yes, I did name him that. What can I say? I liked the name. “Find me some booty.”

      The ant didn’t really reply, but it did sort of shift slightly, and as it did, a dull glow began to emanate from it before flowing outward like a slowly crashing wave. Then my overlay began to light up with green, blue, and yellow diamonds. I didn’t know what any of them meant, but since they had come from the Scout’s ability, I was hoping it meant food, water, and treasure. Yeah, my momma didn’t raise a dummy.

      Feeling pretty pleased with my assumption, I turned my attention toward the yellow diamond because it was the closest and not because I was really super sure it meant treasure. Then after telling One, Two, and Three to protect Scout, I began to lead us toward the glowing yellow marker.

      It took over an hour to reach it, and we fought so many ants along the way that not only had I managed to get two more levels, but most of my ants had leveled up too. Hell, One and Two were nearly level ten.

      That said, when I reached it, I found that it wasn’t really a treasure at all.

      Instead, it was a giant stone door with geometric symbols emblazoned on top of it. Confused by its appearance in the cave and not seeing any traps, I turned on the Overdrive portion of my Sense skill and focused on it.

      I saw nothing out of the ordinary or at least not more out of the ordinary than a giant stone door in the middle of an ant cave. After a couple more minutes of scanning the area, I saw no new information, so I approached, wary of any traps. None befell me as I made my way to the door and reached out my hand to touch its surface. As my fingers pressed against what I thought was stone, the face of the door rippled like a rock thrown into a pond.

      “Well, that’s weird,” I said as my eyes widened in shock. I stared at it for a moment longer, and after repeating the process a couple of times, I turned to my Soldiers and grinned innocently at them. “Any volunteers to go through the door?” I held out my hand and began ticking off my fingers. “Possibilities include horrible death, destruction, and mayhem.”

      None of them spoke, but Kurt slowly trotted forward. It made sense since he was the strongest of the Soldiers, and it wasn’t like he could really get killed or anything. If something horrible happened to him when he touched the door, I could always re-summon him. Probably.

      As Kurt headed toward the door, he either didn’t care about his possible doom or at least did a good job of hiding his fear. The moment he made contact with the stone the door’s surface, it shimmered and shined before warping the surrounding area. Bolts of scarlet lightning exploded from the corners and arced across the stone ceiling and walls, blackening it before my eyes. Even still, none struck Kurt as he made his way through the rippling passageway wreathed in dancing sparks.

      And because I was metaphysically linked to the ant, I knew one thing to be true: He hadn’t died when he’d gone through. No, if anything, the sense I got from the Soldier Ant once he’d reached the other side was… boredom.

      Satisfied it wasn’t the worst plan in the history of bad plans, I stepped through the door, and oddly enough, the experience was strangely refreshing. Like having a glass of ice water after chewing some mint gum. Better still, my Aura automatically regenerated to full, even though it had been down about a third from all the uses of Overdrive.

      The sight before me though was… different, and not just because it was filled with glowing luminescent algae every color of the neon rainbow.

      “Well, that’s pretty damned amazing,” I said as I glanced at Kurt who stood right beside me on the small ledge, clearly not as impressed as I was by the fact that the ground was covered in gold and silver coins and the walls of jewel-laden cavern were something straight out of Disney’s Seven Dwarfs Mine ride. Glittering red, blue, and green gemstones the size of my skull protruded from the obsidian walls of the cavern, tantalizing me like I was Abu in the magic Aladdin Cave. Yes, I’m on a Disney kick, but in my defense, they own everything.

      Still, I fought down my inner greedy chimp and used my Overdrive ability on the cavern. While I didn’t see any traps among the huge stalactites and stalagmites crisscrossed the area ahead, nor did I see any water sources that could have created the aforementioned rock formations, I did hear dripping water. I’d definitely have to find it and drink some. Then I’d have to figure out how to make a container and carry some out...

      Turning back to the door, I gave Scout a mental command to follow me inside. A moment later, he appeared next to me, and I smiled lovingly at my new favorite ant.

      “Seems you hit the motherlode,” I said as I glanced around the cavern. Then when he twitched in a way I took for agreement, I smiled at him. “Wanna use your Finder ability again? Just for funsies?”

      The ant clearly was pleased because he followed my command without hesitation. Only as the wave of power swept out from Scout, all the gemstones visibly lost their shine.

      “Huh,” I said as I looked around. “The algae still seems pretty bright…”

      It was true. The walls were still just as brightly lit, and the stalactites and stalagmites were just as brilliant. Now though, the gems were losing their luster with surprising speed until they looked more like chunks of coal.

      As the last vestiges of Scout’s spell hit the far wall, there was a flash of light, and a tiny cave I hadn’t seen before began to glow like the fucking sun.

      “I’m guessing that’s where we go,” I said as I glanced around and wondered what would have happened if I’d taken a gemstone. Would the place have filled with lava? Would I have been disintegrated on the spot? Would I have to watch Gremlins 2 on repeat for all eternity?

      “No one would be that cruel,” I mumbled as I turned back to the door and summoned forth Cassie. Then I made my way forward with Scout, Cassie, and Kurt at my heels. I was half inclined to bring all my ants, but I didn’t want to leave the entrance unguarded. For all I knew, more enemy ants were on their way right now. So instead, I just brought a Soldier and a Minder with Scout and me.

      It didn’t take long to cross the cavern because it wasn’t really that big, maybe a hundred yards or so deep. There was even a slick path through the rock formations that seemed to shepherd me toward the cave on the far end. It was strange because the path hadn’t been at all obvious until after Scout had done its thing. The path also made me glad for my shoes because they had no problem gripping the slick, wet stone.

      “I wish I could find some of the water,” I murmured as I looked around at the clearly glistening walls, and while part of me wanted to lick the stone, I was sure I’d find water soon. Then I wouldn’t need to rely so heavily on my high Fortitude to keep from dehydrating.

      A few moments later, I was still out of luck on the water front, but I’d found my way to the cave. Only as I looked at it, glowing script manifested in the air before me.

      You have found a Dungeon Challenge. Completing a Dungeon Challenge will give you a special reward. Would you like to proceed?
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      As I stared at the Dungeon Challenge message, I couldn’t help but smile. In Terra Forma, Dungeon Challenges had given crazy good, game-changing rewards. Assuming, of course, you could find one, a task alone that was pretty hard, and actually complete it, which was also difficult. Even still, no matter how impossible this particular Dungeon Challenge was, I knew I had to try it.

      How could I walk away now?

      “Okay,” I said as I moved toward the glowing cave entrance. “I’ll do the challenge.”

      “You have chosen to accept!” a strangely serpentine voice rippled out of the cave and ran over my skin, leaving a trail of gooseflesh in its wake. “You must be very brave.”

      As those words reverberated throughout the cavern, I couldn’t help but shrug. I wasn’t doing it because I was brave. I was doing it for the sweet bonus I’d get once I crossed over this rainbow.

      “Thanks,” I replied, and as the sound of my voice faded, amused laughter filled my ears.

      “You are most welcome.” The glow from the opening before me faded away, leaving a simple stone about half my height in its place. “Now, move past the stone and enter my chambers. Do not use your ants.”

      “Right,” I said with a nod as I moved toward the stone. It was brownish in color and about as wide as my waist. Taking a deep breath, I grabbed hold of either side of the stone and was immediately surprised to find that it was warm to the touch, not quite enough to be uncomfortable, but close. “Weird.”

      The ants totally agreed as they stood there and twitched their antennae, which I appreciated.

      Turning my attention back to the rock, I tried to move the damned thing, and even though I had done plenty of strongman training and knew how to lift, I couldn’t budge the thing more than a few inches. The muscles in my calves screamed in pain, and my quadriceps felt like they were going to rip in half. That said nothing about my forearms as I strained to maintain my grip on the stone, but even after ten seconds of solid exertion, I knew this wasn’t the right way to go about it.

      I stopped and stared at the rock for a moment before reorienting myself along the side of it. This time, I put my back against the massive stone and settled myself into a stance with my feet just a bit farther than shoulder width and squatted down as low as I could manage given my current situation. Then I pushed off with everything my legs and back could muster, and as I did, I called upon Aura Infusion to increase my strength.

      It helped, and the rocked moved a touch, but already I could see it wouldn’t be enough. My Aura was draining away too fast, my muscles were burning beyond all measure, and I’d barely gotten the damn thing to slide even a few inches.

      I released my hold on the rock and then tried another tactic. This time I tried to see if it was top heavy and maybe I could unbalance it and push it over, but alas, that didn’t seem to work either.

      I’ll be honest, I tried for the better part of an hour before I collapsed on the ground sweating like crazy and decided to let my Aura regenerate.

      “There’s got to be a way to do this,” I mumbled as I turned my mind to the problem. Part of me wished I could use Aura Infusion to make myself smarter so that I could figure it out, but alas, that hadn’t worked either. Still, I wasn’t deterred, and with my ants silently cheering me on, I knew I couldn’t just give up. After all, what would they think?

      As I played back the words I’d been told, my eyes widened in shock. I didn’t necessarily have to move the rock, just move past it. Could I just destroy part of it and squeeze by?

      I wasn’t sure, but I resolved to try once my Aura was back to full.

      A few minutes later, I hoisted myself to my feet and made my way around the rock to look for any obvious weak points. Not seeing any, I moved back to the front of it and stared intently at it, but even with my Sense ability in Overdrive, I didn’t find anything obvious.

      So… I decided to hit it as hard as I could.

      Because I was super smart like that.

      I mean, I had broken boards and even concrete when I’d completed my black belt in Taekwondo, so I definitely knew how to do it. I just hadn’t ever done it in Terra Forma… but then again, I wasn’t in Terra Forma anymore.

      So, I moved next to the rock and got into position in front of it. As I dropped into a modified horse stance, I took a deep breath to stabilize my breathing and cleared my mind. I took a deep breath through my nose and slowly exhaled out my mouth, and as I did, I used Aura Infusion to increase my strength and speed.

      I didn’t attack right away, though. I allowed my body to get used to the Aura flowing through my veins, and I could have sworn I felt it moving from the tips of my toes up through my fingers. It was a bit strange, but I decided to go with it as I turned my focus to the stone in front of me. It was thick, so it was definitely possible I’d shatter my hand, but I had nothing else to try.

      I took another deep breath and shut my eyes, continuing to focus on the Aura running through my body as I visualized what I wanted to do. I envisioned myself putting my hand right through the rock while I slowly inhaled and exhaled. I replayed it over and over in my mind as I slowly reached out and touched the center of the stone with the palm of my right hand.

      Then I slowly withdrew my hand until it was about even with my chest. I moved, slowly moving my hand back toward the rock while my hips turned toward it. I shifted on the balls of my feet as I did so and lightly touched the stone with my palm.

      I repeated it a few more times before drawing back my hand for my attempt. My eyes snapped open, and as they did, I felt the Aura running through me, giving me power. I focused on that Aura, imagining it coalescing in my body as I moved in for my strike. I felt my Aura move up through my feet as I shifted my stance to drive my whole body into the blow. More Aura built up through me with each movement so that by the time I was done, I felt like it was all in the heel of my hand as I struck out at the rock.

      “Kiya!” I cried as my palm slammed into the stone in front of me. There was an ear-splitting crack as the Aura infused into my attack ripped out of me in an explosion of force that not only shattered the rock into pieces but sent bits of debris flying in every direction.

      My chest heaved as I stood there, staring. I’d done it, and as I turned to look at my hand, I was amazed to see sparks of Aura dancing along my fingertips. That’s pretty much when I saw the message.

      You have learned the Subskill: Auric Smash.

      Confused by the sudden appearance of the new subskill, I opened the help menu and quickly found that it was a way to use Aura Infusion to direct Aura into a specific attack, thereby drastically increasing its destructive power. What’s more, now that I had actually learned it, the subskill seemed to have a kind of charging effect where I could power up an attack and unleash it to devastating force.

      “Well, it seems that this quest is already paying dividends,” I said to my three ants who twitched knowingly. Then because I was worried that taking them inside might ruin the Challenge, I told them to wait there.

      They seemed more than happy to oblige, and not just because the cavern ahead of me loomed like an open maw of death. Just beyond the entrance where the stone had been, blood-colored stalactites and stalagmites jutted from the floor and ceiling like the teeth of some creature, and as I took a step forward, the air hit me like a warm breath.

      “Please don’t be a giant dragon or something,” I whispered even though the possibility kind of excited me. If it was a dragon, maybe I could kill it and get its pattern?

      “Welcome, adventurer,” the serpentine voice boomed once I’d made my way inside, and as I opened my mouth to reply, the sound of grinding stone filled my ears.

      I whirled on my feet just in time to see the mouth of the cavern closing behind me as the stalactites and stalagmites meshed perfectly together to form an impenetrable wall of stone teeth. I stared at it for a moment and watched as the light cast by the luminescent moss clinging to the stone threw dancing shadows into the air.

      It was strange because as the cold, damp, emptiness of the cavern swept over me, I found myself getting excited. After all, I was in the middle of a Dungeon Challenge, and typically, the harder they were, the greater the reward would be.

      So, feeling a bit better than I had only a moment ago, I began to make my way forward down the long cavern. It didn’t take long for the ground beneath my feet to become slick with mud, but even as I glanced around, I couldn’t seem to find the source of the water. Still, staring at the mud made my dry mouth wish I had brought along some kind of cheesecloth to squeeze out the water. Sure, I could use my shirt in a pinch, and I would if it became necessary, but the last thing I wanted to do was go Bear Grylls on this mud and then find water around the next bend.

      It goes without saying that around the next bend, I did not find any water. Instead, I found myself staring at a large amphitheater in the shape of a ten-pointed star. The floor looked like several massive slabs of slate that had been roughly hewn into tiles, and even from here, I could tell they were wet. The walls and ceiling were decorated with symbols I couldn’t read. Some were geometric, and others appeared more like petroglyphs and pictographs.  They seemed to spiral out from the center in a loose design that fitted in the center of the ten-pointed star.

      The room was fairly empty save for a stone altar with a set of unique and strangely chaotic symbols decorating it. The thing was massive even from where I stood more than a hundred feet away, and as I stepped into the room containing the altar, a bad feeling crept over my spine. My flesh prickled up into gooseflesh as the sound of my steps on the slate echoed in my ears.

      It was obvious that no one had been here in a long time because, despite the slick nature of the ground beneath my feet, I left behind muddy footprints in my wake. Though I had no doubt they would eventually wash away, I was also guessing that would take weeks, maybe even months given that the water wasn’t really flowing.

      As I moved farther into the room, I realized that beneath the symbols decorating them, the walls were set in striations of stone, and as I reached out and touched the closest ones, my eyebrows raised in shock because it felt like layers of quartz and iron rock. If I’d had more light, I probably would have known for sure, but alas, this room wasn’t as well lit as the cavern leading to it had been as the only source of the bioluminescent algae was on the altar.

      When I turned back toward said altar and took a step toward it, that feeling of apprehension in my gut twisted sharply. Something about the room was wrong, and nearly everything in me told me to run away. Not that there was anywhere to go. The only entrance into the room seemed to be the one I’d come through, and that just led back to a dead end.

      “Guess it’s time to figure out just what the fuck is happening here,” I said, and as I made my way toward the altar, the symbols adorning it began to glow with eerie scarlet light that sent bloody shadows dancing across the floor in front of me.

      With every step I took, they glowed brighter and brighter until, finally, they blazed like a star in the center of the room, and I had to shield my eyes to keep moving toward it. All the while, the sense of dread building in my gut was reaching a crescendo.

      “Almost there,” I murmured, my eyes practically hidden in the crook of my elbow as I made my way forward.

      Which, of course, was when I heard the staccato crack of stone coming apart at the seams… behind me.

      I whirled around, and because of the way the light was glowing on the altar, I found myself staring at a massive shape shrouded in shadow. Bits of crimson light played across what little I could see of its body, and that was enough for me to realize what it was.

      “Stone golem,” I murmured, and as the words spilled from my mouth, it took a massive step toward me. The slate tiles cracked under its immense weight as it shifted its bulk for another step.

      Now, stone golems weren’t the fastest creature in the world. Hell, I’d seen slugs move faster, but that didn’t mean they weren’t difficult to defeat since they were made of rock. Let’s just say that both hitting and being hit by a sentient piece of rock was all kinds of not fun.

      I took a step back from the creature and summoned forth my mandibles from my inventory. Unfortunately, as I squeezed them in my hands, I was pretty sure they wouldn’t even be able to scratch the creature even if I used Aura Infusion… and hey, wait a second...

      The big golem took another step toward me, and this time, it was close enough that I felt the shockwave from the impact of its foot on the ground in my stomach. Then, as the feeling started to fade, it began to rear back for what looked like a vicious haymaker.

      I took a deep breath and put away my mandibles as it continued to wind up. Then I centered myself and pulled hard on the Aura accumulated in my body. I met the creature’s non-eyes, and as I did, I decided to just go for it.

      Three seconds later, the creature’s huge fist lashed out at me. It was slow but not as slow as I’d have thought given its walking speed. Not that it mattered since I was a trained martial artist. It was easy enough to sidestep the lumbering giant’s attack, and as it whooshed by me with enough force to turn my frail human body into a bucket of squishy bits, I twisted my hips and let out an Aura-infused palm strike.

      “Auric Smash!” I cried because yelling it out let me unleash the beast within.

      As my hand struck the thing just above the right knee, it was, well, ginormous and that’s all I could reach, there was an explosion of force that quite literally knocked the creature’s block off. Time seemed to slow down as what had once been its leg blew out backward in a spray of dust and debris. As the sound of rock scattering across the slate floor filled my ears, the golem turned its head toward me, and though it had no facial features, I could tell it was as surprised as I was by the power of the attack. I mean, I’d put almost a third of my Aura into the blow, but even still, I hadn’t expected to do more than crack its leg.

      That’s when time seemed to speed back up.

      The golem tottered off balanced for a split second before crashing sideways to the ground with so much force that much of its body was shattered by the impact of its own bulk on the slate floor. As it lay there stunned, head back, I knew this was my chance. I began charging my Aura once more as I leapt up onto its body and moved forward until I stood looking at its head.

      Then I did the only thing I could possibly do. I put my Aura powered fist through its skull. Okay, well, it was actually another palm strike, but that sounded way less cool. Either way, the blow turned its head into powder. The creature seemed to spasm for a moment and then went still.

      All around me, the symbols seemed to flare brighter, and while I wasn’t sure what was coming next, I knew I’d need Aura to face it. Only, as I raised my hand to use Auric Extraction on the beast, I got a curious response.

      Target contains no Aura to extract. Spell failed.

      I would have stood there staring at the thing’s corpse for a bit longer, but it dissolved into sand right before my eyes, so that only a few moments later, the only trace that it had been there at all was a fist sized-clump of black stone. I took a curious step forward and picked it up, and as I did, I realized what it was.

      Heart of Stone Golem.

      “Um… okay,” I said as I hefted the object. It was heavy and didn’t seem immediately useful, so I just stuck it in my inventory. I mean, it was better than a stick in the eye, but at the same time, I was more than a little annoyed I hadn’t gotten the creature’s pattern because it would have been pretty fucking sweet to use against the ants. Still, there was no use crying over spilled milk.

      I turned back around, and this time, and as I did, I realized the altar wasn’t going nuclear anymore. Instead, it was now shining with silver light. Crazier still, the center of it had split open and revealed a fountain. Crystalline water flowed down its sides, filling the inside of the altar like a bathtub, and I licked my lips in anticipation.

      Yes. I was going to drink that water. Purification be damned.

      Smiling, I made my way forward, and as I got to the altar, I realized two things. First, it wasn’t an altar at all, but rather the entrance to a huge underground, water-filled tunnel, and second, it was so murky and disgusting that I knew if I drank it as is, I’d be sick as a dog.

      “Awesome,” I said as I stared down into the dirty water and sighed because there was only one way out of the room, and it wasn’t the way I’d come.

      No… it was through the creepy underwater tunnel in the middle of the strange room full of enchanted symbols.

      That wasn’t risky at all.

      No siree.
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      After using my Sense ability to ensure there weren’t any obvious traps filling the entrance to the underwater doom cavern, I stripped off my sweatshirt, shirt, shoes, socks, and workout pants and shoved them all into my inventory. Then I stood there, looking at my performance boxer briefs. They were sweat wicking and comfortable, and I knew they would be fine in the water, but at the same time, well, I’d eventually have to get out of the water, and the option would be to put dry pants on over wet clothes or go commando.

      Honestly, I’d never been a fan of either of those things because, well, chafing. So, with a sigh, I pulled off my underwear, prayed the next room wasn’t full of paparazzi, and stowed it in my inventory.

      “Well, this is fun,” I said with a smile as I moved up onto the cracked altar and stared into its murky depths. “I’m having fun.” I sucked in a deep breath. “So much fun.”

      Though I’d have rather jumped in to get used to the temperature difference, I decided to ease my way in. I couldn’t exactly see how deep the hole went, and I wanted to make sure that I didn’t smash my skull open on an outcropping of rock that wasn’t immediately visible.

      The water was cold, like ‘colder than a polar bear’s toenails’ cold, and I didn’t really enjoy it very much even though my trainer had made me jump in ice baths from time to time. I hated having to do those too, but now I was grateful for the experience because otherwise, this Dungeon Challenge would have ended here and now.

      So, teeth chattering like crazy, I sucked in a breath and dunked my head under the dirty water. I came up a second later, and the feeling of the air on my flesh was enough to make me want to cry. I didn’t, of course. I merely pulled my soaking wet body out of the broken altar and waited there while I shivered.

      After a quick ten count, I got back in the water, and thanks to the miracle of physics or whatever, the water didn’t feel nearly as cold as it had a moment before. Don’t get me wrong, it was still less than ideal, and my nipples could have cut glass, but I was shivering a hell of a lot less.

      Satisfied that I’d somewhat acclimated to the frozen depths, I took a deep breath and plunged downward into the tunnel. I had to feel around because it was way too dark to see down here, even if I had wanted to open my eyes. It didn’t take long for me to locate a grate in the side of one of the walls about six feet down, and even though my lungs burned for air, I grabbed hold of it with both hands, put my feet on either side of the grate, and yanked.

      I felt it budge enough to let me know I could pull it out, but it would take a while. I gave it one more good yank and then made my way back to the surface where I gulped in several lungfuls of sweet air while clinging to the side.

      My skin was starting to hurt now, and each breath came out in clouds of white fog. The smart thing to do would probably have been to leave, assuming I could somehow do that, but if I did, I wouldn’t win. And I wanted to win.

      See, I had this theory about small things.

      First, you skimped on something small, then you’d do it again and again. And none of those things would matter much in the grand scheme of things. A package of M & Ms here, a skipped lap there, and before you knew it, you weren’t doing as well as the guy who had maximized his time.

      “I’m not giving up,” I snarled as I hauled my frozen body out of the hole. Then, before I could talk myself out of it, I jumped into the hole feet first.

      I shot downward like a bullet, and as I reached the apex of my dive, I reached out and felt the wall. While I didn’t feel the grate, I knew approximately where I was thanks to tracing my hand along the stone before, so I quickly made my way to the grate and grabbed onto it.

      Once again, I braced my feet on either side and jerked on the grate, only this time, I used my Aura to enhance said strength.

      “Come on, you son of a bitch,” I cried out in my head as my muscles strained and corded and Aura burned through my body at a perilous rate. My lungs burned with the strain, but I didn’t relent. I kept pulling as hard as I could.

      Then, just as my Aura was about to run out completely, I flew backward with the grate in my hands. My back smacked into the other side of the tunnel with enough force to knock what little air I had in me out of my mouth. That was when I also realized the grate was dragging me down into the depths of the tunnel.

      As my feet touched bottom a moment later, I quickly shoved the grate into my inventory before pushing off the ground with all my remaining strength. I shot upward through the water while kicking as hard as I could. The surface felt so far away, and as I kicked at the water, it didn’t feel like I was going anywhere.

      I started to feel light-headed, and my body felt like it was trying to swim through tar, but still, I pushed. It was nearly impossible because my lungs were going to explode, and despite all my anaerobic pool training where I’d swam a beach ball down to the deep end of the pool and held it down for as long as I could, I wasn’t sure I was going to make it.

      My Aura was almost gone, but I forced what little I had left into my stubbornly slowing body and kicked with the enhanced strength. I rocketed upward, my hands stretched out in front of me as I broke the surface a moment later.

      I clung to the side and sucked in a huge lungful of air, coughed several times, and then sucked in more. I wasn’t sure how long I hung on to the broken altar and focused on my breathing, but I was sure my coach Mick would have been very displeased.

      Still, I eventually recovered, and though part of me wanted to swim back down to the new tunnel and investigate further, I instead pulled myself up onto the altar and opened my inventory. Then I pulled out the grate and studied it since I hadn’t actually seen it down in the murky water below.

      It was surprisingly shiny, and near as I could tell, it was made of some kind of blue stone that seemed to weigh a ton but wasn’t otherwise interesting.

      “Well, this seems really useful,” I muttered as I put it to the side and looked down at the hole. This next part scared me because I knew I was going to have to dive back down and enter the new tunnel. Still, I did have a plan to get an extra few seconds of underwater time. So, after waiting until my Aura had recovered, I picked up the heavy ass grate, held it against my chest, and jumped in.

      Thanks to the added weight, I rocketed down through the water while counting off in my head. At the count of three, I shoved the grate back into my inventory and then reached out in time for my hand to catch the upper edge of the hole in the wall.

      I took half a moment to steady myself and plant my feet against the back wall before pushing forward through the new tunnel. Unfortunately, I soon reached a dead end, and after feeling around for a few moments, I found nothing of much interest.

      Frustrated, I made my way back to the surface to catch my breath. I repeated the process a few more times, but each time, I couldn’t find the way forward. I knew it had to be in the new tunnel I’d opened up since there was nothing else in the main tunnel, but I certainly couldn’t find it even with my Sense skill in Overdrive.

      It had been too dark to see the one time I had opened my eyes in frustration, and as I climbed out of the hole and stared at the ceiling, I sighed.

      “It’s too bad none of that algae grows down there,” I mumbled before sitting up like an idiot. “That’s it!”

      I leapt to my feet so quickly that I almost lost my balance on the slick stone. Then I shiver-walked over to the nearest wall and looked up at the moss clinging to the ceiling about ten feet overhead.

      “If I could pull some down, I’ll be golden,” I murmured as I stuck my fingers in the grooves of the ancient symbols and tried to pull myself up.

      I wasn’t the best free climber in the world by any stretch, but I’d done my fair bit of climbing work on the rock wall back at my gym while wearing weight clothing. That said, my fingers and forearms were burning by the time I’d managed to inch myself up the wall while using just the grooves in the symbols for handholds.

      Then, holding myself in place with one hand, I reached up and began to gather as much of the algae as I could.

      You have learned the skill Herbalism.  Increasing your skill will increase your ability to gather herbs and other plant life.

      I smirked at that. When I had first started playing, I’d often taken the time to level up both Herbalism and Prospecting early on so I could make money quickly, and though I would often abandon training both skills later on in favor of ones with more advantages in the end game meta, I had a soft spot for them. Still, the thought that I was once again going down the same path made me smile.

      “Good old Herbalism,” I said as I grabbed the last of the moss within easy reach, and judging that I had enough to at least get an idea of what was in the tunnel, I made my way back down the wall which was considerably easier than getting up since I just sort of let go.

      I barely felt the impact in my legs as I landed and scampered back toward the altar, excited as hell. It was time to figure out this damned puzzle.

      A moment later, I was moving into the side tunnel with a fistful of glowing moss in one hand. Instantly, I understood why I couldn’t pass. While I hadn’t noticed it before thanks to the darkness, I now saw tiny markings in each of the corners, and when I touched them, they cycled through a series of four shapes.

      It was a puzzle of some kind, but as I stared at it, I couldn’t help but think each of the four shapes looked familiar. Fixing the images in my mind, I made my way back up to the surface and looked around for clues while catching my breath. I’d just seen it somewhere… but where?

      “Oh, I’m an idiot,” I mumbled a few moments later as I pulled out the grate to go back down once more because etched into the grate’s corners were the same four shapes.

      This time when I went back down, I cycled through the shapes until they matched the ones on the grate. At first, nothing happened, and I was beginning to wonder whether I’d done it correctly when there was a whooshing sound.

      I heard what sounded like grinding gears just before the entire wall in front of me fell away, and I was sucked out into oblivion.
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      The only thing worse than being ripped out of the tunnel in a vortex of suck was smashing into the netting at the bottom. I hit so hard that the breath whooshed out of my body, and as I lay there, trying to suck in gasps of breath, I vaguely realized I had a problem because what was coming toward me was very, very spiderlike.

      And what I’d struck? Well, it wasn’t ground at all. It was a massive spider’s web.

      “Fuck,” I murmured as I tried to scramble to my feet, but it was difficult because the goddamned web seemed to be made of slick, wet ice, so instead of sticking to it, I just slipped and fell on my ass.

      Worse, I could see the huge spider about a hundred yards away as it crept toward me. Its body was all hard angles that glinted like rough-cut sapphires in the pale light of the luminescent blue moss clinging to the walls.  As its beady, soulless blue pebble eyes fixed on me, I couldn’t help but shiver at the sight of it. Even from here, the thing seemed truly massive, like in the way a horse is massive, and I wasn’t quite sure how it managed to move along the web without cracking the crystalline structure.

      Which was pretty much when I had, well, the best idea ever.

      I whipped out my sling, took a pebble from my pocket, filled it with Aura, and let it fly at the spider’s feet. Sure, maybe it was a friendly spider, but judging by all the frozen bodies of ants lying around the web, I was willing to bet it considered me food and not a friend.

      As the rock struck the ice at its feet, the huge spider reared back like a warhorse, revealing the blue black-widow hourglass on its torso. The creature’s front legs stabbed angrily through the air while its mandibles worked feverishly. Gobs of green goop sprayed from its maw and sizzled when it struck the ice around it.

      I didn’t care though because I was already pulling out one of the soldier mandibles and letting it fly with all the power Auric Smash could muster. I hadn’t had long to charge it, but even still, a green glow enveloped the blade as it tumbled through the air, trailing sparks like a comet. It smacked into the soft underside of the spider’s carapace just below the joint where it met the head with a heavy thunk that threw the thing heavily onto its back.

      The creature’s legs twitched as it tried to struggle, but the ten-inch mandible sunk in nearly eight inches, which was more than enough to pierce the creature’s heart. Or, at least, I hoped so given my relatively rudimentary knowledge of spider anatomy.

      That said, I didn’t take any chances. I quickly scampered toward the creature in a sort of bear crawl that let me use the parts of the ice web like a makeshift ladder that, thankfully, didn’t wobble much. I was on the creature a second later, twin mandibles in hand, and I plunged them into the underside of the creature’s neck and quickly took its head off.

      Once it stopped moving, and I got the message letting me know I’d killed a creature, I raised my hand to use Aura Extraction.

      Again, the spell failed, and just like with the golem, the spider quickly dissolved into a pile of icy shards that left behind a chunk of blue crystal in the shape of an hourglass that seemed to pulse and throb with energy.

      Heart of Ice Spider.

      “Interesting,” I murmured as I stowed it in my inventory, and then because I was naked and freezing on an ice web and didn’t see any more spiders, I quickly set about getting myself dressed.

      It was strange how much better I felt once I was clothed again, even though I was on an ice web over what looked like an endless pit of darkness. Thankfully, I could see flickering light a few hundred yards overhead and realized I was going to have to climb my happy ass up to it. The walls, while slick with ice, had a bunch of outcroppings on them that would make handholds, but I decided the web might be a bit easier since I didn’t want to try to make crampons and ice picks out of ant mandibles. Something told me that might not end well, even though I’d done my fair share of mountaineering adventures both in and out of Terra Forma.

      I quickly did the bear crawl toward the wall where the edge of the web spiraled up the side like a giant frozen ladder. Then, since my hands were frozen, I took a moment to sit there and stare at them like a dumbass. Admittedly, it took me a lot longer than it should have to come up with the obvious answer which was to pull off my shoes and put my socks on my hands. Then I put my shoes back on and hauled my happy ass up the icy ladder.

      It was tough because my hands were still frozen from the hard ice, and each movement threatened to make me slip and fall to my death. I had to go slow, which was both excruciatingly frustrating and excruciatingly painful, but somehow, I managed to scale the three hundred plus yards of frozen spiderweb.

      And yes, when I reached the top, I just pulled myself onto the snowy embankment and laid there, lungs heaving. It was strange. I had done tons of training on ladders and what not and was in pretty great shape overall, but even still, I was horribly out of breath.

      “You always think you’re trained until you try to do something,” I murmured. It was one of Mick’s favorite sayings, and I’d often found it to be true. No matter what you did, it was never enough, and even when everything was going well, something could pop up that you’d never expected. “Which is why I always expect the unexpected.”

      Still, after putting my socks back on my feet and getting up, I was a bit shocked when I made my way toward the wall of the cliff face. Because while it hadn’t been visible from my perch on the edge before, now I could clearly see the figure of a woman etched into the stone. Her figure was adorned with the same symbols I’d seen in the room with the golem, and her torso was covered with that same black widow’s hourglass I’d seen on the spider.

      The thing was, the figure etched on the wall seemed familiar. I’d definitely seen it somewhere, in some scrap of lore, and as I searched my memory for the answer, my eyes widened in shock.

      “Queen Mab,” I murmured as a shiver of fear passed through my body. “The gatekeeper to the Cold and Dark. The lady of the Dead and Hungering.” As the words left my lips in a frozen cloud, I could have sworn the etching’s dark, frosted eyes fixed on me.

      Another shiver racked my body, but this one was different because it sort of came from the core of my being and reverberated out of me, almost like my very soul was afraid to stand before her.

      While I’d never encountered the Dark Lady in the game, I’d heard the tales from a few fellow gamers, and they never seemed to end well because she was a frosty, cruel mistress. Hell, even the wikis had said little about her, and all the videos I’d ever watched never were quite clear on her fleeting desires, since she often just killed those who found her outright.

      “What is it you seek, adventurer?” The words rolled over me like the icy, freezing rain, like the cold, uncaring earth as it swallows you whole. No, that wasn’t quite right, it was like the endless void of death. “Is it death? Because that is a gift I am able to grant.”

      The etching’s face twisted into a cruel, contemptuous smirk and her eyes seemed to shine with a malevolence that caused the whole of the wall’s face to glow with blue light.

      “I have not come to seek death,” I replied because it was true, and well, honesty was the best policy. Even still, I was terrified beyond measure. I wasn’t quite sure what would happen if I died here. Would I respawn back outside the dungeon, on my world like in Terra Forma? Or would I go to the great beyond and Zaxcs would take everything?

      “Oh?” It was a curious titter with more than a little amusement behind it. “Interesting.” That final word was marked by a crackle of ice as the etching’s glow began to fade until only the symbol on her chest was glowing with soft, blue light.

      As I stared at it, a thought occurred to me, and I quickly pulled the Heart of Ice Spider from my inventory and held it out. As I did, the feeling of correctness washed over me.  There were no words or anything, nothing but that cold, cloying feeling in my gut receding a touch, but it was enough.

      I pressed the Heart into the spot on Mab’s chest, and as I did, the entire world exploded in a flurry of ice and snow as a wind that could have carried me down to the frozen banks of Hell itself whistled across my tiny ledge.

      “So, it is death you seek.” The words glowed in the air before me in burning sapphire script, spoken to power by her very will, and as they melted away into bits of blue ash that littered the snow at my feet, Queen Mab stepped forth from the wall.

      She was inhumanly beautiful, with long flowing white hair and skin of the palest blue moonlight. Her eyes were entire voids of sapphire seemed a bit too big for her perfect face, almost like an anime character brought to life. A shroud of frozen silk drifted down along her curves, hiding the important bits while letting me see enough to let me know they were truly magnificent. And then there was that strange cold emptiness that radiated off her like a living thing. Shadow seemed to cling to her every move as she raised one delicate hand into the air in front of herself and held out her palm expectantly, then she arched one pale white eyebrow.

      That’s when I felt it beneath my feet. The rumble of the earth, low and angry, like a steadily building wave that would soon grow large enough to destroy the very shores where it was cast. It was coming, and it was uncaring in its destruction because the earth did what it wanted.

      Which was also when another thought occurred to me. I had gotten two hearts on the way here, one from the spider and one from the golem. The first had quelled the rage of the queen. Would the second quell the earth’s indifference?

      I wasn’t quite sure, but I quickly pulled the Heart of Stone Golem from my inventory, anyway. The moment it was out, Mab’s lips twisted into an amused smirk.

      “You are smarter than you look.” At first, I wasn’t sure I’d heard her speak because the sound of it just rolled over my senses, setting my hair on end and giving rise to gooseflesh across my body. “No wonder Rhapsody has chosen you.” She reached out and plucked the Heart from my hand. “And to send you to me is bold beyond reason.” She held the Heart up in one hand and stared at intently. “I could kill you where you stand. You would be cast into the endless pit, and yet the hunger of the earth would not be sated even when watered with your blood. Still...”

      “I’d rather you didn’t do that,” I said as I met her eyes. I wasn’t quite sure what she meant about Rhapsody sending me to her since this seemed like it had been optional, but then again, the one thing I’d always liked about Terra Forma was how it always felt like you were the most important person in it and that your choices had meaning. Maybe this world operated the same way? After all, it had seemed to do so thus far.

      “Your opinion has been noted.” Her eyes flicked back to me equal measures of indifference and amusement in them. “So, what would you have me do?” At her words, the ground beneath my feet rumbled angrily, and the frozen wind swept across the plateau.

      “Whatever you would like,” I said with a nod before I bowed my head to her. “You are the Keeper of the Darkness, and your will is absolute. I will trust your judgment.”

      “You would ask me to choose your fate, oh servant of Rhapsody?” She seemed pleased by the idea, though. “Very well.” She pressed her lips to the Heart of the Stone Golem, leaving behind the frosty imprint of her kiss on its surface. Then, as frost started to spread across it, she slammed the Heart of the Stone Golem into my forehead.

      Pain unlike any I had ever felt before exploded through my body, and as I collapsed backward in a broken cloud of blood and hit the ground, the last thing I saw as I faded into darkness was Mab’s smiling face.

      “Until we meet again, Garrett.” Her grin turned predatory. “It won’t be as long as you think.”
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      You have been granted the title ‘of the Cold and Dark.’ Using this title will give you access to the elemental magic lines of Ice and Earth. Would you like to use this title?

      That message was the first thing I saw when I woke up outside where I’d first found the hidden entrance to the Dungeon Challenge. My ants were all standing guard around me, even the three that had ventured through the portal with me.

      My head ached, and as I reached up to touch my forehead, I realized it felt different. Colder and harder somehow.  Still, I wasn’t dead, which was good, so I pulled myself into a sitting position, and since we weren’t being attacked, I turned my attention back to the message. I’d had lots of titles when I’d played Terra Forma, and most of them had granted special powers. Hell, some of them could even be leveled up to increase their strength.

      I smiled brightly and accepted the title. Instantly a harsh sapphire light flared around me before fading into my body, and as it did, I saw another pair of messages.

      You have been granted the power Elemental Power: Ice. You will now be able to infuse your magic with Ice. You have been granted increased resistance to Cold. Your body will be able to resist the power of Ice magic.

      You have been granted the power Elemental Power: Earth. You will now be able to infuse your magic with the power of Earth. You have been granted increased resistance to Earth. Your body will be able to resist the power of Earth magic.

      There didn’t seem to be any specific skills associated with either of those powers, and if it worked like how it did in Terra Forma, I wouldn’t be able to learn traditional spells since I, personally, didn’t actually have either mastery. Instead, I’d have to weave together my own spells, and they might or might not work.

      Fortunately, I’d had both ice and earth titles before, and while they had all been a little bit different in terms of strength and limitations, I was sure I could make it work.

      Satisfied, I turned my attention to the flashing exclamation point in the upper corner of my vision and when I opened it a golden glow momentarily flared around my body and another message appeared in front of me.

      You have completed a Dungeon Challenge. All your stats have been increased by five. The strength of your skills has been increased by two.

      Pattern: Stone Golem has been learned. Would you like to create a Stone Golem?

      Pattern: Ice Spider has been learned. Would you like to create an Ice Spider?

      Bonus: You have completed your first Dungeon Challenge. You have gained an additional six stat points to distribute.

      I blinked in astonishment. Not only had I gotten the title from the dungeon and learned a new skill along the way, but I’d gotten a pretty sweet reward in terms of stats and skills. Admittedly, I’d been annoyed about not being able to extract either the Stone Golem’s or the Ice Spider’s patterns, but evidently, the Challenge had just been saving them until I was done.

      Wasting no time, I distributed my points, dumping four into Strength and two into Agility before I summoned both of my new creatures, and a few moments later, Rocky and Widow were born.

      Rocky, the Stone Golem, looked like one would expect. A bunch of brown-green rocks roughly stacked on top of each other to look like a giant man about the size of a small mountain and had glowing emerald eyes. Still, it was his abilities that intrigued me more than his appearance since he had something called stance swap.

      Apparently, the golem could exist in one of three stances, Defensive, Offensive, and Neutral, and depending on which stance he was in, his stats changed accordingly. Defensive allocated everything to Defense, Offensive to, well, offense, and Neutral split them down the middle. That meant he could probably function well in battles when something crazy happened since he could stance swap to deal with it.

      Widow, the ice spider, on the other hand, looked like a green version of the massive ice spider I’d fought earlier which came as no surprise. She didn’t have a very high offense or defense either aside from when it came to Ice-type attacks, and I was about to write her off as not very useful when I spied an interesting ability called Ice Web.

      Not only could it bind a target to the ground for a few seconds, but it also had a chance to add a slow effect to the target. Now that could be useful.

      Satisfied with my two new acquisitions, I waited a few more moments until my Aura had regenerated. Then I began to make my way through the rest of the colony.

      I wasn’t quite sure how long it took for us to make our way to the boss room because the trek was an endless series of ant battles, and I made sure I wiped out each and every ant along the way to maximize my experience. To be honest, as my army grew, and I summoned more soldiers, golems, and spiders, I didn’t have much time to think about what we were doing because I was too busy playing commander. I sort of shifted my focus from directly engaging in combat to micromanaging my army to make sure they took down the enemies with maximum efficiency.

      Better still, as we moved down into the depths of the colony, waves upon waves of delicious experience encased in ant-coated shells swept into me, so that by the time I reached the boss room, I was nearly level twenty and had almost forty minions at my command.

      “Well,” I said as I looked back at my army, “this is it.” I nodded toward the giant doorway in front of me.

      Even without the overlay indicating the boss in the room ahead with a giant skull, I would have known the creature was within. I could feel the boss’s power emanating from the dark cavern in a way I’d never been able to in the game. It rippled along my skin, and while I should have been scared, I just wasn’t because this power was a pale shadow compared to what I’d experienced from Mab.

      Still, I hadn’t fought Mab, and I’d be fighting the boss inside, and I had no idea what level she would be. For all I knew, she was level forty, but I somehow doubted it. I had killed every last ant I could find and did a couple more sweeps to root out any hidden rooms both inside and outside the colony, and thanks to Scout’s ability, we’d found a few more groups of ants outside.

      That meant unless I was supposed to be a higher level than I had been when I’d come in, I should be powerful enough to fight the boss. That said, I knew this wasn’t Terra Forma and didn’t have to follow any specific rules, and because of that, I was determined to do this correctly.

      I took a deep breath and centered myself as my Aura finally regenerated back to full. I now had three Sentinels and two Stone Golems, all of which could act as tanks. That made my plan relatively simple.

      “Okay, guys,” I said, looking at the Sentinels. “Hank and Pym, you two are on the boss. I want Hank to pull its attention, and when your health drops to around half, swap to Pym.” I turned my attention to the third Sentinel. “Goliath, if there are other monsters in there with the boss, I want you to get them on you.” They twitched their antennae in response, clearly understanding, so I looked to my two golems, Rocky and Balboa. “Rocky, you will assist Goliath. If he gets to half health, I want you to take his place.”

      The big golem nodded once, and there was a glimmer of understanding in his pebble eyes while Balboa shuffled in a way that clearly said, “What about me, boss?”

      “Balboa, I want you to switch to your offensive stance and focus on taking down any ants in the room. That’s your only priority unless one of the other tanks goes down. Then stance switch and step in. Understand?”

      Instead of responding with words, the golem’s entire body rippled with energy as his skin changed color. Before his rocky exterior had been brown, but now it appeared red, which meant he was in his offensive stance. While it had happened quickly since we were out of combat, I knew from experience that an active combat stance switch would take a long time. Still, I couldn’t ignore the fact that having his brute strength on my side would be positive, and after all, I had other tanking units.

      Satisfied, I turned to the Spider Squad, a group of six spiders led by Widow stood clustered in the corner. “Okay, guys, your job is simple. Focus on reducing the boss’s mobility. I don’t want you to do anything else. Even if it seems like the boss is stuck and you could assist, don’t. The last thing I want is for one of you guys to go down because you got too close to an area-of-effect attack or for the boss to move and make it so that we have to chase it around.”

      After that, I split the remaining ants into two groups. I put all the high levels on the boss to focus it down while the rest were set to work on any other minions in the room. If there weren’t any minions or they finished them before the boss went down, they could just go to the boss, after all.

      “And before you ask, yeah, I’m pretty sure there’s gonna be minions because my gut tells me that through that cavern is the Ant Queen.” I held my hands up in surrender. “I know, I know, it’s a terrible guess, but you have to trust me on this.”

      That was also why I was so concerned about mobility that I’d keep all six spiders on her. In Terra Forma, Ant Queens had the nasty habit of flying all over and raining down death from above, and I wanted to avoid that if possible.

      “So, anyone have any objections?” When none of the ants, spiders, or golems said anything, I continued, “No? Okay, good. Let’s do this.”

      I gripped my mandibles in each hand and took a deep breath before making my way down the dark cavern ahead.

      As I moved forward, the tunnel seemed to grow taller and wider, expanding outward so that by the time I’d gone about a hundred yards, it was almost twice as large. There was also more glowing moss. Its light threw shadows across the ground as I moved, which made the fact that there was no sound other than my footsteps in the dirt even eerier than it should have been. I put it out of my mind and made my way forward. After all, it wasn’t like there was music in the background, and I’d killed pretty much every living creature in the colony. What was there to make sound?

      A few minutes later, we finally reached the chamber, and sure enough, I could see the boss within. She was at the far end of an immense cavern almost three hundred feet across and was shrouded in shadow so I couldn’t make out much detail, but I knew it was her because a ridiculously powerful Aura seemed to drift off of her in a hazy fog of death and despair.

      Between her and us were scores of ants, so many that it seemed like nearly all the space of the cavern was filled with Minders, Soldiers, and Sentinels. Not good odds, but at the same time, the boss hadn’t engaged us the second we had walked in, so we had that going for us, which was nice.

      “I wonder if we can start dragging monsters back and weed them out that way?” I wasn’t sure, but I assumed it was worth a try because my army didn’t feel quite big enough anymore. I’d expected a few dozen ants max, but this? This was insane.

      Taking a deep breath, I moved to step back into the tunnel, but as I did, the Queen turned and looked right at me with two ruby red, multi-faceted eyes. I felt her gaze travel over me in an instant, and then before I could even breathe, she sauntered forward, all swishing hips and lithe movements.

      My eyes widened in shock at the sight of her because she looked nothing like the vast majority of Ant Queens I’d faced in the game. Usually, they were a giant ant of some kind, or in the case of the Black Tower boss, were more like an ant-based centaur where its lower half was that of an ant and the top half that of a woman.

      This boss, though, looked like a lady in more ways than one and reminded me of the insect goddess Darmaea I’d encountered during the Sea of Misery event. She stood about five and a half feet tall and was naked as the day is long. Her polished black chitin skin shone in the light of the luminescent moss, and snow white hair fell from her scalp. In fact, if I could ignore the unnatural sheen of her skin, the only thing that even made her look like a bug were the two large multi-hued dragonfly wings sprouting from her back, the cute, twitching antennae that sprang from her forehead, and those eyes, of course.

      Otherwise, she looked so humanoid, I’d have almost just thought it was a costume.

      “Hello, hero,” she said in a voice that reminded me of an especially bubbly cheerleader. “To what do I owe the pleasure?” She raised one slender arm toward me and beckoned me forward. “Do you wish to mate with me?” Her hand swept out across all the ants. “Because I’m willing to bet that we could make an endless amount of children.”

      “Is that an actual offer?” I asked, and my question was met by an amused titter.

      “It could most definitely be.” Her lips turned into a heated smile as she strode through the army of ants, and I watched as they parted for her. “But I don’t think we’re quite compatible in that way.” She put a taloned finger to her lips. “I suspect we’d just fuck and fuck and fuck, and then there would be no babies.” She pouted. “And I need babies, hero. I need them so very much.”

      “I’m honestly not sure where you’re going with this,” I said as she finally reached me, and I could feel the heat wafting off her. “Are we gonna fuck or fight?”

      She smirked then. “I am not sure.” She leaned in then, so close that I could smell her, like sex, sin, and cinnamon all mixed together. “Which would you prefer?” The question hit my skin like a hot, needy breath and made a shiver of nearly uncontrollable desire run through me. “Well?”

      I’ll be honest, I almost didn’t see it, and, even more honestly, I suspected that she was more surprised than I was when I caught her by the wrist as she tried to drive a dagger through my chest. She was doubly surprised when I used her own momentum to rip the weapon from her hand and drive it into her heart, or where her heart would have been if she’d been human, anyway.

      “The Lannisters send their regards,” I said as her eyes went wide open in shock, and I leaned in and smiled at her.

      Then as she staggered backward a half a step, bloody ichor pouring from the wound, I gave the hilt of that dagger an Aura-infused kick that sent the blade punching out her back in a spray of blood and chitin shards. As her lifeless body hit the ground in a heap, and all hell broke loose, I spun on my heel and ran back down the tunnel with an army of pissed-off children ants after me.

      “Tanks, hold them here,” I said after I’d made it to a narrow enough portion of the cave that we could force them to come at us in manageable numbers. Yay for bottlenecks.

      I won’t say the battle was easy because it wasn’t. In fact, it was anything but because we had to beat our way through scores of ants with almost no time to rest. My Aura was taking a serious hit from it all even with my Extraction ability.

      Still, we prevailed because, well, my tactics were better than theirs. My spiders kept their Sentinels and Minders pinned down while we drew the Soldiers into a cone of death that ripped them to pieces. I almost didn’t believe it when it was done. My clothes were stained and grimy with ant ichor, and my body felt like it weighed a million pounds. I was hungry and thirsty and a million other things.

      But most of all?

      Most of all, I was excited because when I saw all the messages that flashed across my vision when the last ant died, I almost let out a whoop of joy.

      You have killed a dungeon boss and completed the dungeon. The return gate has now been opened. You may leave at any time.

      “Finally,” I murmured almost in awe. It felt like I’d been down here forever, and I was ready to get back to my planet. Still, first thing’s first. I had gotten three levels, most of which was probably from the boss since the ants had all long since turned grey in color to me, indicating they weren’t worth much experience anymore, and I needed to add those points.

      I did it quickly, dropping another six points into both Strength and Agility and three into Fortitude and Intelligence.

      That done, I distributed skill points to Aura Infusion, Auric Extraction, and Auric Sense. Satisfied, I set the ants to harvesting, but as I started to make my way to the chamber, One and Two, the Sentry Ants I’d first created came over to me and knelt down in front of me.

      “What’s going on, guys?” I asked, and this time, instead of their normal twitch of antennae, I heard something in the back of my mind. It was distant, like a cry from the other end of a long tunnel, but it was there. The word “help.”

      Both curious and concerned, I flipped open their status pages, and when I did, I saw that they had both reached level fifteen, and hadn’t accumulated even one more point of experience. Both were exactly level fifteen.

      Curiously, the level bar was flashing, and when I selected it, my eyes opened in shock because I saw a prompt I’d never seen before.

      Creature, One, Giant Sentry Ant has reached maximum level and can no longer gain experience. He can now be upgraded to Elite Giant Sentry Ant. Please note, doing so will reset him to level one. Would you like to upgrade One, Giant Sentry Ant?

      “Yes,” I said, and as I spoke, golden light enveloped One. As it faded, I realized that while his level had, in fact, been reset to level one, all the stats he had gained from leveling remained, but his level-based bonuses had returned to that of a level one creature. Worse, it looked like he also required twice the experience he’d needed to go from level fourteen to fifteen to go from level one to level two. Still, I knew that once he leveled up some more, he’d be demonstrably more powerful than he’d been before.

      Satisfied I’d made the right choice, I upgraded Two as well, and once that was done, I made my way back into the queen’s chamber.

      Her body still lay where it had fallen, though a pool of greenish ichor had spread out around it. I was glad she was dead and that it had been relatively easy.  I wasn’t sure what would have happened if she hadn’t gotten close all on her own because I’d have had to fight my way through all those ants while she did whatever she wanted from behind them.

      “Come to papa,” I said and used Auric Extraction on her corpse.

      Pattern: Giant Ant Queen has been learned. Would you like to create a Giant Ant Queen? Please note, this is a special monster, and only one can be summoned at any given time. If you would like to summon more, you must defeat more.

      It probably went without saying, but I most certainly did want to summon one, and even though it took my entire Aura bar to do it, I soon was summoning one forth from the void.

      “Hello, master,” my new Queen said as she sprang into being. “How can I be of service?” She dropped into a deep curtsy in front of me. “Your every wish is my command.”

      “You can talk?” I asked in shock.

      “Yes, master.” She nodded once. “I am a Queen and thus have the ability to communicate on behalf of my subjects, should I be fortunate enough to be allowed some.” She looked up at me. “Tell me, master, what can I do to better suit you?”

      “Help me find any secrets in this room.”

      “Your will be done,” she said as she rose to her full height, and though she had that same green shade to her that my other summoned creatures did, I couldn’t help but think that it somehow made her prettier than she had been in life.

      I watched her take a few purposeful steps away from me before she turned suddenly and bowed her head. “Master, I have a request.”

      “What?” I asked, curious where this would go.

      “I wish for you to grant me the usage of a Scout Ant. As a Queen, I can use its powers as my own but to greater effect. It will aid me in your task.” She paused. “Unless you do not wish for me to have such aid, at which point I will gladly search this chamber until you no longer wish it done.” She met my eyes, and the crazy thing was that I believed her.

      “Yeah, that’s fine,” I said and, with a mental command, brought Scout into the room. “He’s all yours.” I scratched the ant behind the antenna before kneeling in front of him. “Be a good boy, Scout, and do as Queenie says.”

      His head bobbed once before he made his way over to the Queen, and together, the two of them set to searching the room.

      I, on the other hand, moved toward the dead Queen’s body and carefully removed the dagger she’d used. Then I used my Overdrive ability on it, but unfortunately, my Sense skill wasn’t high enough to discover more than the weapon’s name. Dagger of the Ant Queen.

      “Too bad,” I mumbled as I shoved it into my inventory, and then began my own search of the area.
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      “Your human is quite interesting, Rhapsody,” I mused as I watched the glowing purple orb that sat between us. We were in my inner sanctum, deep at the center of the darkened world tree at the end of the universe. It was said that its roots reached down to Niflheim itself and that its branches sprang up into heaven, which was, of course, laughable because that would imply my tree had limits. It did not because darkness had no limits. It was always there, waiting and watching for the moment the lights went out, and as such was a fitting place for me to hang my hat.

      For now, at least.

      Darkness was fickle.

      “Why do you suppose he has repeated the dungeon so many times?” I gestured at the orb where Garrett was once again repeating the Ant Queen’s dungeon even though it was obvious that he wasn’t even getting experience from it anymore. In fact, it had been that way for at least the last six attempts. “It’s not like he can get more queens since the boss doesn’t respawn with a reset, so he’s mostly just slaughtering minions by the droves.”

      “I am not sure, Mab,” Rhapsody said, and she looked deeply troubled as she watched the orb. “I would ask him, but you know the rules…”

      “Yes.” I waved off her comment. “You cannot interfere directly, and your avatar is a little idiot puppet.” I smirked. “I suppose I could ask him.” I tapped my chin as I watched him move, all tight muscle and hard determination. “Wouldn’t that be fun?”

      “I feel like you’ve done enough.” Rhapsody crossed her arms and looked off to the left where the infinite darkness of my domain spread out like a thick, cloying blanket. The shiver that passed through her was so delightful I couldn’t help but purr.

      “It almost sounds like you’re jealous.” I raised an eyebrow at the goddess, and when she didn’t respond, I leaned in close. “You are, aren’t you?”

      “I am not,” she huffed, and I knew she totally was.

      “So...” I said as I leaned back on my emerald throne and examined my nails like they were terribly interesting. They were not, of course, or at least they had ceased to be millennia ago, anyway. That was the problem with immortality after all. Everything trended toward trivial and uninteresting. After all, an eye blink from now, Garrett might not even exist anymore.

      It was strange because that thought troubled me, and since I did not know why, I decided to examine it closer. But that was for later. For now, though? For now, I had Rhapsody in my web, and I would not let this little fly escape until I’d made her squirm sufficiently.

      “So what?” she asked, and when she turned back to look at me, her cheeks were flushed delightfully with embarrassment.

      “So, why did you ask me to visit him? Isn’t that something that could be considered ‘help’?” I weaved my fingers through the air, and as I did, little crackles of ice snapped into existence. “You of all people should know better than to make a deal with faeries, and yet you have come to me, their Queen, and asked me to do something like this which is so quite clearly very nearly against the rules.” I grinned. “Tell me why, Goddess.”

      “Half Queen.” The way she said it was infuriating, although I did not rise to take the bait. After all, the cat has no need to deign the insults of a mouse. “And I came to you because your powers will be useful to him.”

      “Is that so?” I purred, intrigued despite myself. “How would you know what I would grant him? Or that I wouldn’t destroy him outright?” I licked my lips. “I considered it, you know.” I gave a little shiver of pleasure. “I could have danced in his blood and used his entrails as a jump rope.”

      “No, you wouldn’t.” She shook her head, and she was so confident, I wanted to dash her from my throne room. I did not because that would be rude, and if I was anything, it was polite. “Because Garrett is special, and I knew you of all people would see that.” She met my eyes in them, and the truth of that look stung me in a way I didn’t quite like. “After all, you always did like an underdog.”

      “This is not an underdog story.” I waved whimsically toward the orb where Garrett was re-entering the dungeon for the sixteenth time. “He is less than a speck on a mote in God’s eye.” I smiled. “And Zaxcs is that God.”

      “Even a mote in one’s eye can be one’s undoing.” Rhapsody was watching the orb intently now. Her face scrunched up in concentration as the goddess struggled to figure out what her chosen champion was doing. I would have loved to know, as well.

      “Perhaps…” I shrugged. “But even if you thought I would help, how did you know I would not bestow another title on him?” I leaned in close now. “Perhaps one of Blood and Sex?”

      “Do you want to fuck him, Mab?” Rhapsody’s sudden directness threw me off, as did the answer I knew in my heart. Well, the spot where my heart would be if I weren’t filled with darkness, shadow, and more darkness.

      “I think I do.” I licked my lips at the thought. Garrett had tasted of power, but more than that, he’d tasted of potential. And I did so love powerful men with even greater potentials. “But he is not yet ripe. He will be more, and then, when he is most, I will take him to my bed.” I smiled. “How do you feel about that?”

      “I feel like you should do what makes you happy, Mab,” Rhapsody said after a too long pause that made me think she was up to something.

      And that’s when I realized what she had done.

      “You little conniving bitch!” I snapped, and as the words left my lips, I was surprised by my own lack of composure. “You knew I would like him.”

      “And if you liked him and were impressed by him…” She let the words hang in the air for so long I nearly reached across the table and strangled the too smug bitch. I couldn’t help it though. I was impressed by her maneuvering. “Then you would assist him when I cannot.” She grinned. “You do so love pretty baubles, and Garrett has the potential to be the shiniest toy.”

      “It is not often one pulls one over on the Queen of Fairies.” My voice was hard and angry, and more so because I knew it was true. I did want Garrett to succeed, and not because of Zaxcs. After all, in the absence of everything, there would still be cold and dark. That was just physics.

      “Half Queen,” Rhapsody repeated, and this time, I shut my eyes and prayed to myself for patience. It was hard because when I opened my eyes, she was smirking at me.

      “Titania will never help you.” I gestured at the orb angrily. “She detests the humans.”

      “I dunno. She does love things you love.” At Rhapsody’s insolent tone, I gripped the armrests of my throne so hard they would have splintered if they were not made of pure magic. “I could see her trying to tempt Garrett away.” She raised her eyebrow condescendingly. “It would be wise to stake your claim on him truly before that happens.”

      I would have responded. Would have told that stupid Goddess just what I thought of that, but before I could, she vanished into nothingness and was no doubt halfway across the universe. That was unfortunate because it was beneath a Queen to chase after anyone, even a goddess. Otherwise, I’d have found that little snot and beaten her within an inch of her life.

      Still, she had a point. Once my silly little sister found out about Garrett, she’d move on him, try to take him from me, and I could not have that. Not because I cared for him, though I did more than was strictly proper. What can I say? His cleverness intrigued me.

      No, it was because she could not have what was mine.

      And Queen Mab always got what she wanted.
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      “I think that will do it,” I said as I exited the Training Dungeon for the fortieth time and returned to the Hall of Mirrors, and like had been the case since around the third time through, Rhapsody’s avatar was missing. It was understandable since she was busy doing goddess things, and I had been at it for a long time.

      I wasn’t quite sure how long that actually was since each return to the Hall of Mirrors instantly refreshed my need to eat, drink, and well, pretty much everything else, but it had been a while.

      And yeah, maybe power leveling in a low level dungeon hadn’t been the best use of time, but not only had I reached level twenty four, now every one of my main summoned creatures, as well as a few extras I’d leveled up for just in case scenarios, had managed to rank up. I’d also found that after the rank ups, level five was pretty much the limit before they stopped leveling up.

      “I am still saddened that I was not able to get stronger to better please you, Master,” Queenie said with her head bowed as we stood in the small shrine that was my home base in my own galaxy. “Would you like me to try again?”

      “No.” I sighed. Queenie had only been able to reach level two before she’d stopped getting experience, and I had a feeling that had something to do with her status as a unique summon. “I appreciate your enthusiasm, but I wasn’t just doing this to get stronger.” I cracked my knuckles as I moved toward the mirror that led to my Godly realm. “Now that we’ve all gotten as high as we can, it’s time to get to work.”

      I stepped through it for what felt like the first time, and this time, it was almost entirely unlike when I’d gone into the Training Dungeon.

      It was hard to explain except to say that I suddenly felt unstoppable. My blood was suddenly rocket fuel, and my knowledge vast and infinite. It was like being hooked to a supercomputer that could also leap tall buildings in a single bound. At the edge of that near limitless well of power within me were walls that I knew would crumble if I got stronger. All I needed to do was level up, and my strength would truly be unmatched.

      “So this is what being a god really feels like,” I said, and then because I was a little silly, I flexed, and in so doing, felt the very reality of the world around me warp.

      “You seem quite powerful, master,” Queenie spoke up from behind me, and as I turned toward her, I realized I could see the very essence of her being… no… that wasn’t quite right because that would imply limits.

      I could see the atoms making her up, and the subatomic particles making those up. I could see the Aura floating around her, through her, and surging around her. If I pulled my vision back a touch, I could see her organs, bones, and muscle. Everything was spread out before me, and what's more? I understood it all in the barest fraction of a moment. A unit of time so small it made a femtosecond feel like infinity.

      I saw, and I knew things.

      “You as well seem stronger, Queenie,” I said, and as I spoke the words, I realized how true it was because a thin conduit of godly energy flowed from me to her, filling her with power beyond what she’d ever had in life.

      And all of this was just me at a level twenty-four Godling. What would it be like when I reached higher levels?

      “Thank you, master.” She bowed her head. “It pleases me that you are pleased by my strength.”

      “Glad to be of service.” I nodded before turning my attention back to my galaxy. It was still as cold and dead as it had been when I’d first seen it through the mirror. I glanced back at the mirror I’d stepped through and found it to be the barest fragment of starlight against an empty black horizon. While I should have been worried about finding it again, the moment the thought crossed my mind, a mini-map opened in the corner of my vision that displayed my exact position as well as the exact position of the mirror.

      Unfortunately, the rest of the map was mostly grayed out, and I realized one of my limits was definitely omniscience. If I wanted to know about something, I’d have to, at the very least, find it, and while I knew I could spend time actively searching out each and every atom in this vast galaxy, I didn’t see the point at the moment. After all, I had a planet to terraform.

      Instead, I focused on the planet closest to the orbital sweet spot since that is where I would begin my preparations, and as I did, I suddenly found myself standing on its rough red surface.

      “I love the smell of nothing in the morning,” I said as I tried to inhale, but since there wasn’t actually air, it didn’t really work. Fortunately, in my Godly state, I didn’t need to breathe to do silly things like live or talk.

      That was also when I realized that Queenie wasn’t with me and was, in fact, back at the mirror. And also, she couldn’t really fly in space, at least not now, anyway, since she had no form of propulsion.

      I snapped my fingers and brought her to me. Then I spent half a moment giving her enough godly juju to make it so she could move around the galaxy with her own power.

      “Better?” I asked when I was done.

      “Yes.” She nodded. “This power will better allow me to serve you, master.” She peered at me. “What would you have me do?”

      “Give me a second.” As I spoke, I knelt on the rough-hewn rock of the planet and put my fingers in the dirt. It was softer than I’d expected, and I instantly knew the composition. While I wasn’t super concerned with it at the moment, I did note that there was a lot of Iron Oxide in the dirt, enough to explain the reddish color of the place.

      I also confirmed what I had gleaned from my initial scan of the system. The core of the planet was dead, and I knew why. The dynamo inside where the core had been didn’t have a high enough concentration of platinum, iridium, and osmium. I shut my eyes and reached out with my Sense ability, and as I did, I turned on my Overdrive. It worked better than I’d have imagined since it stretched out pretty far from where I stood, but not nearly far enough at the same time since it barely went beyond the planet where I stood.

      No, if I wanted to know more, and find more, I’d have to find it myself. That was fine, though, because I had space ants.

      “Queenie,” I said as I got to my feet and turned to face her, “can you do me a favor?”

      “Yes, master?” she inquired, practically bubbling with excitement. “What is it you desire of me?”

      “Actually, let’s take a step back,” I said with a laugh, and at her confused look, I just shrugged and continued. “So, if I wanted to find certain kinds of metals and whatnot in the surrounding area,” I gestured around us, “and by area, I mean the surrounding space.” I paused for emphasis, but when she just stared at me eagerly, I let out a small sigh and forged ahead. “What would we need to do to get it and bring it back here?”

      “Hmm…” she mused and tapped one slender finger against her cheek. “That is an interesting question.” She glanced around. “Simply taking ore from a planet would not be terribly difficult as the ants you currently have in your army are perfectly capable of doing that…”

      “I’m sensing a but?” I asked with a raised eyebrow.

      “Yes, well, the problem is logistics.” She huffed out a breath, and I could tell she was frustrated. “I am not sure how to get the metal we mine out back to this place easily.” Her shoulders slumped. “I fear that even if you were to give them power such as you gave me, it would not be enough to make the trip quickly enough to be worth it.”

      “Oh,” I said as I scratched the back of my head. “That is a doozy…” Only as I thought about it, I realized it wasn’t that big of a problem. “What if your ants just dug it up and put it in a pile? Then I could transport it. How about that?”

      “It would definitely be easier, but it is not your place to do things like that.” She touched her breast with one hand. “We are your servants and should not require you to lift even a finger.” She frowned. “While your help in this way would greatly increase our efficiency, it would signal a failure for us.”

      “Nah, we’re a team,” I said as I put my arm around her shoulders. “And there is no I in team.”

      Instead of immediately responding, she just flushed bright red, which was cute given her inherent shade of green. “As you wish, master.”

      “Okay.” I clapped my hands together. “What do we need to do for you to find things?”

      “It is easy enough,” Queenie said, her face screwed up in concentration. The look sort of reminded me when someone tried to visualize something in their mind to walk someone through it. “Simply deploy your Scouts and tell them what you wish them to find.”

      “Oh,” I said with a smirk. Then, with a wave of my hand, I summoned Scout and fed him a bit of godly power through the tether that attached him to me.

      The little ant twitched, and I heard the barest word of thanks echo in my mind from the creature.

      “Okay, Scout,” I said after shooting a quick glance at Queenie. “I need you to find sources of iridium, platinum, and osmium. Actually, get gold and tungsten too. Those are probably more abundant and almost as good.” It was true. While iridium, platinum, and osmium had densities above 21,000 kg/m3 and were optimal for the task at hand, both gold and tungsten had densities over 19,000 kg/m3. “Also, frozen CO2, oxygen, nitrogen, and water would be good. We don’t necessarily need to mine those last three out right now because it will be for the atmosphere, and we won’t need it until after we restart the dynamo, but I’d like to know where they are, anyway.”

      Scout bobbed his head once, and a half a second later, I saw the mini-map of the planet as well as the area about the range of my own Sense ability light up showing the items I’d requested. While the ones on the planet and its moon didn’t really help, the ones in the immediate area did.

      “Queenie, can you coordinate the retrieval and scouting of the things I asked for if I give you access to the summons?” I glanced around the area. “I’d like to prioritize asteroids over planets and moons if possible, but at the same time, we need approximately 4x10^21 kilograms total so whatever works, really.”

      At least I hoped that was true. I hadn’t actually looked at the core of this planet in detail. From here, it seemed like it would be enough, but once I got down there, I might need ten times that much material. Still, my godly powers told me I was pretty close.

      That, in itself, was pretty cool because before I would have had to do a bunch of complex calculations spanning numerous spreadsheets to figure out how much material to add to the core to restart the planet’s magnetic field, but now? I just thought about it, and the math just happened in my head, which was pretty fucking sweet.

      “It would be my pleasure to coordinate this task for you,” Queenie said with a nod. “As Queen, coordinating your army is well within my abilities.”

      “Excellent,” I said as I swapped over control of the summons within my storage to her. I also gave her the ability to access my ability to create new ones and put them away if needed. I could always override her if needed, but I didn’t think that was going to be necessary.

      She wasted no time either. I’d barely given her control when she began summoned fifteen Scout Ants, and the strain on my power was immediate but less than I’d expected it since Queenie was fueling their creation from her own Aura pool.

      I watched as the green ants rose from the ground like zombies clawing free of the earth. Like Scout, they were all greenish and had a small tether of godly energy tethering them to me and, now, to her. Then she marched over to them like General Patton and stood over them. She didn’t speak, but her antennae twitched intently for a few moments.

      One by one, green, glowing fireballs began to envelop the Scout Ants, and as they grew so bright that I couldn’t actually look at them and see detail despite my Godly vision, they leapt skyward with enough force to crack the earth beneath their feet.

      I watched as they soared upward and into space, and it was then that I realized I could feel their journey through the tether as they passed through the upper reaches of the planet’s weak gravity and burst out into the vast emptiness of space.

      As I watched them go, I rubbed my face as I thought over what we needed to do. It seemed pretty overwhelming because we had to start basically from scratch. We needed to open up the planet’s core, melt down what was there, and add enough heavy metal so that when the planet’s natural rotation started to move the newly molten core, it would create a proper dynamo and restart the planet’s magnetic field. Then, and only then, would the planet have enough of a magnetic field to keep the star’s radiation from stripping off an atmosphere. Plus, we’d have increased the gravity of the planet enough to keep most of the atmosphere from reaching escape velocity and venting itself into space.

      That was when we could start introducing the necessary components to make that atmosphere.

      It was a lot of work, and now that Queenie was going to start the scouting and retrieval process for the indescribably huge amount of rare metals we needed, I had my own share of work, so I turned my attention back to the planet and rubbed my hands together. It was time to get busy.
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      As I walked around the planet so I could get my eyes on every inch of the crater-pocked surface, I was glad I had taken the time to level both myself and my ants as high as I could. The strain of having almost fifty ants was taking a toll on my godly abilities even though some of the ants, like Queenie and One, were strong enough to not really require a lot of energy. If I’d been weaker, this part would have been that much more difficult.

      I was still incredibly fast and powerful, but I was a lot less so because I had to feed my army power constantly, especially as they got farther and farther away from me. Still, there was nothing for it.

      After I completed my first couple loops around the red planet, I realized two things. First, the planet did have a magnetic field, it was just weak as hell. Second, I’d definitely have to sculpt the surface a bit once I started adding liquid water to it because aside from a pair of huge craters on the northern upper quadrant of the planet, the surface barely had a thousand foot of variation. That wouldn’t really work because it meant the whole planet would either be underwater or at sea level, and that would limit the types of biomes I could create.

      After all, how was I supposed to snowboard without mountains? Or have wooly mammoths?

      And I needed to have wooly mammoths. And a mastodon. And a tyrannosaurus rex…

      I shut my eyes and took a deep breath. I wasn’t that far yet. My planet couldn’t even support bacteria, let alone complex organisms, but it would be able to soon.

      Satisfied that I’d sufficiently mapped out the surface of my planet, I headed south until I reached the location of the magnetic pole. Then I looked down at the red dirt. It was a relatively unspecial spot, so I was glad I’d gone ahead and marked it on my mini-map.

      “Well, let’s see what this title can do,” I said to myself before kneeling down on the surface of the planet and placing my hands on the ground. Then I took a deep breath and focused my Aura.

      I wasn’t a master of earth magic by any means since I had only been granted the power via the ‘of the Cold and Dark’ title, but in my godly state, that still meant I was a lot better at it than I had been in the dungeon where I could hardly do a damned thing with it.

      Trust me, I’d spent a good forty minutes fashioning a bowl out of a chunk of clay, and even then, it was pretty ugly looking. So, yeah, transforming the surface of the planet was probably out until I got much stronger, but for now, that was okay because I didn’t need to do anything so technical.

      Instead, I just reached out with my power, and as I felt it flow into the ground, I realized there was a strange resonance within the planet’s crust. It sort of thrummed along in a way that reminded me of a drum beat, and before I knew what I was doing, I found myself humming along.

      The odd thing was that as my humming continued, and my body began to sway with the beat of the planet’s natural resonance, I found it easier to push my Aura down into it. Before long, I’d shut my eyes and just let my power flow. It was still hard because I could feel the forty-plus connections with my ants spread out all over as well as Queenie’s quick, efficient commands, but it was all background noise in my mind. Instead, I just felt the planet beneath me.

      It slumbered and had done so for billions upon billions of years. So long that it had nearly forgotten what it had been like to be alive, and because of that, it was slow to wake to my call.

      Yet it did, little by little. The planet slowly woke, and as it did, I let my earth power tell it what I wanted. Only what I wanted wasn’t simple. Still, I pictured it in my mind and began to project it into the long-dead earth, anyway.

      I focused on the image of a cavern that led all the way down to the planet’s core. On other worlds, ones that were less dead, it would have been harder because there would have been molten rock down below, and I didn’t have liquid mastery of any kind. If I’d have done this there, I’d have basically created a volcano.

      This planet, for better or worse, was dead, so it was nothing but solid earth beneath my feet.

      That didn’t mean it was easy, though.

      Strain racked my body as the ground beneath me began to give way. First an inch, then a few more, then a foot. I pressed on, gritting my teeth as sweat beaded on my brow before evaporating away into the atmosphere. I know, I could have stopped it from doing so if I could have spared half a thought, but I just couldn’t.

      The entirety of my being went to pushing down into the planet’s surface, and with each and every inch, the entirety of the planet seemed to shake.

      “What are you doing, master?” Queenie’s voice hit me like a sledgehammer after I had been at it for more than an hour. My body would have been drenched in sweat, but it had all evaporated away, leaving me feeling a crazy kind of dirty.

      “Digging a hole,” I managed to say without diverting my attention to her. I worried that if I did, I’d just collapse because my muscles were so sore, I could barely think.

      “Would you wish aid in your task?” she asked earnestly. “I could direct some of the ants to help you. We are, after all, quite efficient at this sort of thing.”

      “No.” I took a huge gulp of not air. It was weird because I knew there was no need to breathe and no air to breathe even if I’d needed to, but I still found myself going through the motions of the thing. Guess that was a perk, or a flaw, of being human.

      “Why not?” she asked, and I felt her hand on my shoulder. It was comforting in a way I couldn’t quite explain.

      “Because the distance to the center of the planet from this spot is around eight thousand kilometers,” I began to explain, “and in the last hour, I’ve managed to dig nearly forty kilometers. Any second now, I’ll reach the end of where the crust would be. Then I’ll have to dig another three to four thousand kilometers to get through the mantle. After that, I need to get another probably three thousand kilometers through the outer core. Only then will I reach the inner core, and I estimate at my current rate, it will take around a hundred and seventy-five hours of work to get there.” I turned to look at her, which, yes, caused my concentration to falter a bit. “How long will it take your ants?”

      “Many times that, master.” Queenie didn’t look convinced. “And--”

      “And that entire time you won’t be finding the metals we need for the core.” I smiled despite the strain. “So, that’s why I’m doing this part.” I patted the ground. “Let me do this, and you work on your thing.”

      “As you wish, master.” Queenie’s face flickered with displeasure. “But perhaps you should rest a moment?” She touched the spot on her body where the thin trail of godly energy tethered her to me. “I can feel your strain.”

      “That’s probably not a bad idea,” I said as I turned back to my work. “Once I get through the crust, I promise that I will take a break.”

      “Thank you, master.” She paused a second. “You may be a god, but even gods can die, and without you, we would cease to be.” She bit her lip. “We need you more than you know.”

      I hadn’t really thought about that, but she was right. They would probably all die if I ceased to be, and from my experience in Terra Forma, I knew that while dying in a dungeon wouldn’t kill you, a death while in your god form was the end of things. I’d only done it a few times, but I’d certainly ridden the line more than once.

      It was a line that I was fast approaching.

      “You don’t need to worry,” I said as I felt my power break through the crust. It wasn’t really any different in terms of composition than the rest of the planet at this point because it wasn’t molten, but I definitely knew, somehow, that I’d done it. I also knew I was in for quite the slog.

      Still, I had promised her I would take a break, and she seemed inclined to stand there until I did it, so I pulled my power back, and immediately, I felt a lot better. It sort of reminded me of working out. My muscles had burned and strained in a way that let me know I was getting a good pump, but at the same time, I knew that I couldn’t keep up that tempo forever, and even a little bit of rest would help me to maximize the weight and reps for my next set.

      “So,” I said as I got to my feet and turned to face the Queen Ant, “what’s the status of things?”

      She gave me a look that said ‘don’t you already know?’ and while I sort of did, in that I had access to the information, I’d always found I liked when people just told me the highlights in situations like this because then I could more easily brainstorm anything that needed, well, brainstorming.

      “It is going well,” she hedged, suddenly unsure. “We have located several deposits of tungsten on nearby asteroids as well as trace amounts of gold, platinum, and iridium.” She frowned a bit. “And while we still have a great many asteroids to look through, we have found some relatively easy spots to mine on a couple of the non-gas giants.”

      “Ah, so you wanted permission to begin excavation of those planets?” I asked and then feigned mock horror. “So, you weren’t actually concerned about me?”

      “I am very concerned about you.” She frowned deeper than ever before. “Have I done something that would make you think you are not the most important thing in the universe to me, master? Because whatever it is was, I definitely did it unintentionally.” She took a huge breath of non-air. Guess it wasn’t a human thing, after all. “Please accept my most humble apology.”

      “I was just making a joke,” I said, suddenly feeling bad.

      “It is no joking matter, master.” She met my eyes. “You are my sun and moon and all the stars between.”

      “I apologize too,” I said because I couldn’t think of what else to say. “Anyway, you have permission to excavate the planets. I just don’t want to start hollowing planetary cores if we don’t have to.” I scrubbed my grubby face with my hands. “After all, that might completely destroy those planets, assuming we want to deal with ridiculously huge amounts of hot liquid magma.”

      “Understood.” Queenie nodded. “Would you like me to include excavation of this planet as well? There are numerous pockets of those metals near the surface.”

      “Not as of yet.” I spread my arms wide at the planet. “I know it doesn’t much look it, but one day, this place will be home to all sorts of life, and some of that life will be intelligent enough to need those materials. I’d rather leave it for them, if possible.” I smirked. “Besides, do you want to go out to the far reaches of the galaxy every time someone needs some metal we mined out because it was easier now?”

      “As always, you are wise beyond measure, master.” Queenie dropped into a low bow. “I will do as you say.”

      “Thanks,” I said as before I took another deep non-breath. Man, how I wished we could just skip to having an atmosphere. “Now, if you will excuse me, I think break time is over.”

      “As you wish,” she said, and as she bowed again, I smiled at her.

      “And Queenie?”

      “Yes, master?”

      “Thanks for coming to check on me. I appreciate it.” I smiled at her. “Can you make a point of doing it from time to time, just in case I forget and work myself into oblivion?”

      “It would be my pleasure,” she said with a nod, and with that, both of us went back to work.
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      I have to say, I was quite impressed with my master since he was very nearly done digging his cavern and it had been barely a hundred hours, which was really saying something because the estimates had called for a much longer time. I hadn’t thought it was possible for him to ascend to even higher levels of impressiveness. I should have known better.

      Apologies, I’m still new to this whole thing.

      You see, I vaguely remember the time before master in a sort of hazy, distant way, like staring at a picture through a cube of gelatinous ooze. The big things were there if a bit distorted, and the details were quite fuzzy.

      Still, I knew from the moment he had summoned me that my master would be a good master.

      I knew that because he had pulled me back from the endless void of emptiness that had been my world during that cursed in-between time. It was strange because I knew I had only been dead for a few moments, a mere eye blink in the span of time, and yet, when I thought of my time in that endless void, it felt like forever and a day.

      And my master had freed me from that.

      I shook my head and dismissed the memory as I stared at him. He had nearly finished his journey to the center of the planet, and now, a vast cavern nearly twenty-five yards in diameter plunged all the way down into the planet’s core.

      Not that there was much difference between the core and the rest of the planet since it was all just rock.

      “Hello,” I said as I came up to my master as he sat beside the deep cavern and rested. He had told me earlier to come to check on him from time to time, though he had never quite come close enough to exhaustion for me to worry.

      Part of me hoped it was because he liked having me visit him, though I could scarcely imagine giving that thought any real credence. If it were true, the honor would be too much to bear, and if it were false, the shame too great. No, it was simply better to do as was asked as efficiently as possible. The difference between my master and me was so vast and unknowable as to be unquantifiable in normal terms, and I knew that the best that I could ever hope for was to be able to serve him to the best of my abilities. It would be enough. More than enough, really.

      “Hello,” my master replied, and when he looked at me and smiled, I couldn’t help but be pleased beyond all measure.

      “Hello,” I replied, even though I had just said that. I was so dumb, and yet? He didn’t seem to mind.

      “Hello,” he said back. Then he grinned, and I felt myself grow even happier. “How are things?”

      “Going well,” I said with a nod. “The scouts have located a large pocket of iridium on a moon orbiting the tiny planetoid on the far end of the galaxy, and we believe that two of the gas giants actually have large clusters of crystalized CO2 that rain from their clouds like hail.” I shut my eyes and instantly communed with all the scouts. “The rest are finding small pockets here and there on asteroids and are marking them, but I have decreased the scouts down to less than a third of their original numbers so I could create more soldiers to actually mine the ore on those asteroids.”  As I said the words, I realized I had not told him that and I instantly grew scared. “I hope that is okay. If it is not, I will quickly rectify--”

      “It’s fine,” he said with a laugh, and then he looked into my soul with his glittering eyes. “I trust you, Queenie.”

      “Thank you, master.” Those words didn’t quite seem like enough to explain rightly what his trust meant to me. It was my everything, my reason for being, and the idea that he was both pleased with our progress and trusted me… I did a little shimmy of delight even though I tried very hard to keep it in, and thankfully he did not seem to notice because he didn’t say anything, though he did smile very slightly.

      “How much ore have you found thus far?” he asked as he rubbed his face and then ran a hand through his blond hair.

      “We have found approximately one quintillion kilograms of both platinum and osmium, and one sextillion kilograms of gold.” I reached out to my scouts and quickly confirmed the rest of my numbers. “One point five sextillion kilograms of tungsten and about five hundred quadrillion kilograms of iridium, though we are hoping that number increases once we fully explore the moon I spoke about earlier.” I did a quick mental calculation even though it was unnecessary because my master probably already knew the answer. He was smart that way. “That means we still need approximately one point four nine sextillion kilograms of metal to complete the core.” I frowned. “I do not think we will find that much without going deep into the planets…” I let my words hang in the air.

      “I thought you were looking at the planets?” my master asked curiously.

      “We are not going more than a mile or so deep on any given planet, as it will take a long time to dig deeper than that, and even then, we have only visited half the non-gas giants and the moons.” I was displeased with the progress though it did not show. The problem was that every time I had to use ants to mine, it meant fewer scouts that could look for resources, and now a vast portion of the ants was devoted to mining out the surface of several planets. “But I shall redouble our efforts. There is still more to search.” Even as I said the words, I could taste the failure in them on my lips. I bowed my head, expecting the admonishment I so rightly deserved.

      “Sounds good,” my master said with a nod. “I think you’re doing a great job.” He paused a moment. “I’d like you to stop mining the asteroids though. Just mark them on the map for me and use the ants allocated to that to dig up the deeper veins and continue searching.” He gave me a wily grin. “I have an idea.”

      “As you wish,” I said, and though I should have been pleased, I couldn’t help but think that he should not have to come up with a plan to dig us out of this problem. After all, I had been tasked with--

      “And Queenie, you’re doing a really great job.”

      “Thank you, master,” I said, and I swallowed back the negative thoughts that had entered my mind. If master was pleased, I could not doubt him even as I strove to do better because doubting his words meant I didn’t trust him, and I very truly did.

      “You’re quite welcome,” he said before turning his attention back to his cavern. “Another hour or so and I’ll be done, I think.” He clapped his hands together. “So, I better get back to it.”

      “Um…” I said as he started to turn away. “I brought you something.”

      “You brought me something?” he said as he turned back to me with a strange look on his face. “If it’s a severed head, I’m going to be very upset.”

      “It is not.” I thought over his words. I did not think he would enjoy such a thing as he seemed the type to ask for that if it was something he wanted. If he did so, I would happily oblige, but it would not be a good gift otherwise. After all, I would not like such a gift myself, even if given in earnest. I would want to crush my enemies myself, and my master struck me as someone similar.

      “Okay.” He laughed and rubbed the back of his neck, which was when I realized he was waiting for me to proceed.

      Embarrassment filled me, and I hastened to produce my gift. It was not much. Merely a bowl I had shaped from a long crystal with my talons, and in it was some ice I had found. As I held it out to him, I smiled though I did not know why.

      “I thought you might be thirsty,” I said though I knew he had no need of such things since he was so powerful. “And while I could not turn it to liquid because of our circumstances, I thought you might enjoy it anyway…” My voice trailed off, not sure what else to say because I realized this was a terrible idea. Stupid really, and I should have known better. Had master wanted water or ice, he would have asked, and here I was presuming to know him when he was so--

      “Thank you, Queenie,” he said before taking the bowl from me and smiling at me. “This is just what the doctor ordered.” He reached in and took some of the snowy ice from the bowl before offering it back to me. “Would you share it with me?”

      “I… would love that, master.”
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      Man, Queenie was a genius. I’m not sure why I hadn’t thought to suck on a chunk of ice before she’d given me the bowl, but after I’d done it, I wished I had because it instantly made me feel refreshed in a way I couldn’t accurately describe. I knew fundamentally that, while in the godly realm of my galaxy, I didn’t need to eat or drink, but at the same time, putting a piece of ice on my tongue had nearly been orgasmic. Yeah, I went there.

      It had given me the strength I’d needed to push through to the inner core, and as I stared at the chunk of rock before me, I couldn’t help but smile. While it wasn’t any different looking than the outer core had been, it was different, and I could feel that difference in a way I couldn’t quite explain.

      I’d definitely gotten a lot better at the whole ‘using my title’s powers’ thing, and when combined with my godly Sense ability, I found that I could actually discern the types of earth I was trying to pull apart. It went without saying that knowing how to approach the different rocks, metals, and everything else in the strata of the planet made it a lot easier to dig because instead of, say, digging through a two-foot chunk of lead, I just dug through the sediment around it and then flung the whole chunk outside.

      So, yeah, there were a few giant mountains of dirt outside my caverns that were roughly sorted by types, but that was okay since I’d eventually have to terrascape the planet, anyway.

      Now though? It was time to do the thing I was most worried about: Turning the nearly entirely solid core of rock in the center of the planet into metal.

      I still wasn’t quite sure how I was going to manage that since my only idea so far had been to just dig it out and leave a hollow center in the planet, then I could fill it back up with metal, but something about that felt a bit off. I mean, I didn’t have to worry about the heat or pressure killing me or anything, but to do that, I’d have to dig out a sphere with a diameter of around fifteen hundred kilometers, and that would take a hell of a long time… unless...

      As the lightbulb of an idea flashed through my brain, I focused on the core of the planet with my Overdrive ability, and as I did, I quickly knew what it was made of, and ‘nothing in particular’ was the obvious answer. Still, it was enough because I had a plan.

      “Here goes nothing,” I murmured as I reached out with my earth powers and began to dig once more. Only this time, I focused on all the crap.

      See, I didn’t necessarily need to remove everything from the core. I just had to ensure the new inner core would remain solid while the outer core was molten enough to restart the planet’s dynamo. That could be accomplished simply by pulling out what I didn’t want in the core and replacing it with materials I did want.

      So yeah, the next day or so was spent turning the inner core of the planet into swiss cheese. I removed most of the rock that wasn’t expressly needed for stability, especially the stuff that had a low density while leaving most of the metals in place. Then I used as much iron and nickel as I had available to strengthen the matrix of the structure so that the whole thing wouldn’t just collapse under its own weight. I say that like it was some exacting process. No, I just shoved metal into the spots and used my magic to fuse it together, which was, basically, the opposite of what I’d been doing until then.

      Unfortunately, there was still a major issue with the inner core. While a planet like Earth had a core that was mostly iron and nickel, this planet’s core was mostly a mixture of quartz, feldspar, and biotite. And it probably goes without saying that was a suboptimal mixture for generating a dynamo because it was significantly less dense than iron.

      That, however, was the ultimate problem and the one I’d wanted to solve with the denser metals. If I used things like rhenium and platinum, I’d need less of it, but at the same time, it wasn’t nearly as abundant. In fact, when I’d told Queenie to add rhenium to the list even though I knew it was rare, we’d ended up adding less than a few billion tons of the stuff to our existing stockpiles. While that was nice, it was nearly negligible when we needed nearly two billion times that much material overall to complete the core of this planet. Tantalum had been similar and yielded about twice as much material, but at the same time, it was significantly less dense at only 16,650 kg/m3. And Hafnium? Don’t even get me started. Still, more was better, and we were in those areas mining, anyway.

      That was why I had made the executive decision to go a whole level lower on the periodic table. Previously, we’d been looking for the densest metals, which all lived on row six of the periodic table of elements, and initially, the ones only on the right half of the row. I’d further expanded it to include the entire row even though it was less good, but even still, we were barely at half of what we needed.

      So, now Queenie and her ants were going after row five of the table which, while not as dense, were significantly more abundant. Well, mostly. Palladium and Rhodium were still rare as fuck, but cadmium, silver, molybdenum, and niobium were a lot less rare, and using those would solve one problem while leaving another.

      Less density meant that the inner core needed more space, which was why I was now ripping apart the outer core of the planet, going through the same method I had with the inner core. And, honestly, I wasn’t sure it was going to work.

      That’s when I realized another problem. The outer core, unsurprisingly, was made of pretty much the same stuff as the rest of the planet which was mostly useless rock, and it needed to be made of iron, nickel, and cobalt. Despite the entire fucking planet seeming to be made of iron oxide, there wasn’t actually that much metal in either the inner or outer core and most of what I found wasn’t actually available as big chunks of metal.

      So, yeah… another fucking problem, and while part of me had wanted to tell Queenie to have ants straight up strip mine the place for iron and whatnot, that would take too long, so I just asked them to let me know where it was on the various asteroids and moons spread out across the galaxy.

      After that, I’d begun separating out all the hematite (Fe2O3) and magnetite (Fe3O4) that I found in the planet’s core and inner core for usage while I built my ridiculous series of caves and tunnels within it. The whole while, I had to use not a small amount of energy and ingenuity to keep the whole thing from just collapsing in on itself in a massive implosion.

      Yes, it was ridiculous and time-consuming, and by the end of a week of twenty-hour days, I thought it might be too much work because I was only half done hollowing the whole thing out.

      Still, I had persevered, and why?

      Well, because I wanted to win and defeat Zaxcs, sure, but mostly?

      Mostly for this moment.

      “What do you think, Queenie?” I said as I proudly showed the Ant Queen my work.

      “There are a lot of tunnels, master,” she replied as we moved through my network of caves. “You must have worked exceedingly hard.”

      “I did,” I said as I wiped my brow with the back of one hand. “And now, we can start adding metal.”

      She didn’t say anything for a long moment. Rather, she focused on her surroundings, antennae twitching. Then she slowly turned to me and smiled. “That will be a sight to see.”

      “Indeed,” I said as I smiled back. “Is the ore placed accordingly?”

      “It is, master.” She nodded at me. “As you specified, I have had all the ore moved here.” As she said the last word, a red X marked a spot on my mini-map relatively close to the star, and it blinked a couple of times.

      “Thanks.” I took a deep breath. “Now comes the hard part.” I bit my lip as we made our way out of the tunnels. “Not blowing up.”

      With that, I teleported the pair of us to the spot she’d indicated and immediately felt the heat of the star burning on my flesh. The huge burning orb loomed in front of me, and while I had seen it before, I hadn’t ever gotten this close. Sure, it couldn’t hurt me exactly, but that didn’t mean floating so close that I could see the glowing surface in all its infinite majesty was pleasant. Sure, it was an amazing sight, and if it hadn’t felt like I was going to combust any second, I might have enjoyed it more. Perhaps when I was at a higher level, I’d gaze upon it and be able to resist the urge to turn away.

      And it was about to get a whole lot worse.

      “Well, it looks like you’ve got everything as I asked,” I said as I looked around the area. There were huge stacks of floating ore, asteroids, and a giant dome of hollowed-out rock a few kilometers across.

      “I did my best, master.” Not only did I believe her, but she actually looked pleased with herself, and honestly, she should have been.

      “Well, I’ll take it from here,” I said before cracking my knuckles and getting to work.

      The first thing I did was use my earth magic to pull apart the asteroids. It was similar to what I’d done on the planet and didn’t take much time at all. Well, comparatively, anyway. While I did that, Queenie and the ants moved the chunks of ore into the various piles around us.

      Then I began the next phase. As it was the one I was most worried about, I decided to start small.

      I took a fist-sized chunk of tungsten, hefted it in one hand, then I moved closer to the star. Why? Because the melting point of tungsten was just a hair under sixty-two-hundred degrees Fahrenheit.

      Let me just say that standing that close to a star with a slowly melting chunk of metal in your hand wasn’t exactly fun, but it made melting one of the metals with the highest melting point in the universe relatively easy.

      Still, I wasn’t here to have fun. No, I was here to learn. So, as the metal in my hand began to melt, I focused on keeping the globule together. I didn’t really care if it maintained its shape or anything, I just wanted it to not go flying off every which way.

      It was harder than I imagined, but soon, I had a glowing globule of tungsten in my hand. So, you know, pluses and minuses. Then I teleported my molten tungsten to the dome Queenie had made for me and began to coat the surface of it. This part, thankfully, wasn’t that hard because magic, even though I had to both keep the rock from shattering, melting, or otherwise coming apart when I applied molten tungsten to it.

      It probably goes without saying, but I repeated the process until I had covered all the rocky dome’s surface with the metal, and then I waited for it to cool. Given the vacuum of space, that didn’t take very long at all, but even still, I took the opportunity to practice using my cold magic to make sure the cooling took place both evenly and efficiently. It wasn’t hard since it functioned similarly to the earth magic I’d gained from the title, but I’d never been one to turn down practice.

      “I have made a bowl,” I said when I pointed at my new disk a few hours later. “Gaze upon it and be amazed.”

      “It is a very nice bowl, master,” Queenie said with a smile. “What are you going to do with it?”

      “I’m glad you asked, Queenie,” I replied with a flourish of my hands. “I’m going to fill it with ore and move it toward the sun. Since tungsten has a much higher melting point than the other metals, it will hold its shape while everything else melts. Once the contents are molten, I’ll teleport to the planet and pour it in.”

      “And this won’t cause the planet to explode?” Queenie asked, clearly concerned.

      “Well…” I rubbed the back of my head. “It might.” I tapped my forehead with one finger. “But I have math on my side.”

      It was true. I had worked out all the calculations a while ago, and I had considerable room for error.

      “That is not surprising, master. I should never have doubted that you would find a way.” Queenie seemed pretty impressed as she spoke. “Would you like us to begin moving the ore into the disk?”

      “Yes.” I smiled at her. “I would like that a great deal.”
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      Hours? Days? Weeks? Months?

      I’m not sure how long it took to melt all the gold, platinum, osmium, iridium, and other metals into soup and pour it into the core of the planet successfully, but the real answer was that it felt like it took forever and no time at all because we were all working incredibly hard at a breakneck pace.

      I could use my power over cold to keep the metal from solidifying while we poured it into the core, but the moment I teleported the empty bowl back into space for Queenie to refill, it would start to solidify, albeit really slowly. It also would melt everything else down there, turning the framework I’d made into bits of molten magma.

      Still, teleportation was a thing, and with it on my side, I made a bazillion trips back and forth, taking molten metals and pouring them into the center of the planet.

      We started with the densest materials, along with a good helping of iron, nickel, and cadmium, and when most of them had been poured into the planet, we started mixing in the less dense but still kind of dense materials like silver, molybdenum, and niobium.

      So, in the end, we had a core and inner core full of molten liquid metal, and that caused a bunch of earthquakes to fracture the surface of the planet as it began to adjust to its new gravity. Admittedly, I was a bit worried the planet might explode like a bomb because of the added pressure, but fortunately, the planet just shifted on newly formed tectonic plates as it rotated around, restarting its new dynamo.

      That said, the planet’s surface was definitely different as it began to settle, even with the sudden earthquakes caused by the escaping heat of the molten rock below.

      “How long until the planet is ready, master?” Queenie asked as she stood next to me.

      We stood just a few feet from the massive hole I’d dug, only now it wasn’t a hole because it was filled with magma. It wasn’t all metal since much of the rock in the mantle had melted due to the extreme heat and pressure of the new metal core.

      “I’m not sure,” I said as I tried to run the computations in my head. “It all depends on when the planet stabilizes, and my best estimates are in terms of millions of years.” I sighed as another earthquake rocked the whole planet, and if I wasn’t a god, I might have been scared. “Right now, we’ve drastically increased the mass of the planet’s core, and with it increased the gravity significantly. So we have to wait for the mantle and crust to re-adjust.” I waved my hands at the surroundings. “Hence, the earthquakes.” I nodded into the distance where a plume of red hot rock and debris burst from the surface in a volcanic explosion. “And the volcanos.”

      I scratched my cheek. “While I have calculated how to add the materials so that once it stabilizes we have a proper liquid to solid ratio and that the magnetic field generated by said core is able to effectively keep the sun from baking the planet to a crisp as it strips off the atmosphere, there are a lot of variables involved in the cooling process.”

      “Is there anything we can do in the meantime?” Queenie asked, and I realized she was anxious for something to do. After all, the last several weeks had been a flurry of activity, and now we were just waiting. “Perhaps I could begin mining the other planets--”

      She said more, but I honestly didn’t hear it because, at that moment, a notification appeared across my vision.

      A mirror to a new world has opened up. Would you like to investigate?

      “I think we’ll have some other things to do in the meantime,” I said right before I teleported us back to the Hall of Mirrors. As promised, there was now a new mirror, and though I couldn’t see into it very well, I could just make out the edges of a forest within.

      “What is this, master?” Queenie stared at the mirror in confusion.

      “It’s a new world,” I said as I looked closer, trying to discern information about it. Unlike the Training Dungeon, this one did not appear to be a dungeon which made sense since the message had called it a new world. That meant it was, more or less, a fully functioning place on the other side. And likely, once I stepped into it, I’d have an objective to complete before I could return to my planet.

      “But it is not a dungeon.” Queenie chewed on her lip for a moment. “So, I do not understand its purpose.”

      “We’ll have to enter to find out.” I shrugged. “And if we don’t go soon, we run the risk of it closing. If that happens, we’ll lose access to whatever it is in there we were supposed to find.”

      “Ah.” Queenie was silent for a moment. “Do you think Rhapsody has put it here now because she knows you have time to enter?”

      It was an interesting question to be sure. While new worlds had sometimes opened up in the middle of something time sensitive, usually it had been after a major event had been accomplished.

      “I think so.” I rubbed the back of my head. “I give it even odds that by the time we finish whatever is through there,” I gestured at the mirror, “the planet here will be stabilized. At least, that is how it worked in Terra Forma.”

      “I agree with your assessment, master,” Queenie replied, absolute faith in her voice. “Your logic is infallible.”

      “I mean, it’s a good guess,” I said with a shrug, “and it’s not like we have anything else to do.”

      Admittedly, part of me was hesitant about stepping through the mirror without any equipment. I still had an inventory full of stuff, and I had added a few chunks of gold, silver, and platinum into it, as well as various gems. I’d even taken the liberty of also grabbing some flint and iron ore to spark fires, but I still had nothing in the way of real equipment, and let’s just say that my attempts to fashion usable weapons out of metal were, well, lacking because I didn’t have enough control over my powers yet.

      When I was higher level though…

      “Do we need anything else?” Queenie asked, and I rubbed my chin as I thought about it. We also had a few roughly hewn jugs I’d made out of stone and filled with ice. That was when I found that, like in Terra Forma, things in my inventory didn’t really age, so the ice had stayed nice and frozen.

      “I’m going to just cook some more food for the road, and then we’ll go,” I said, not bothering to add that the meat I was going to cook had come from the ants I’d killed during our trips to the Training Dungeon. I wasn’t sure why I cared since Queenie hadn’t cared much before either.

      “Would you like me to do it, master?” Queenie said as I moved to step out of the Hall of Mirrors so I could use the star to barbeque me some ant. “I will gladly cook for you.”

      “I actually like doing it myself, but you’re welcome to come.” I smiled at her.

      “I would like that, very much.” She nodded and followed me out.

      As we approached the sun, I began taking out some of the butchered ant meat. It had been sorted into grades based on the type of ant it had come from. As I moved toward the sun with a few chunks, I decided to just cook the worst of it because I wanted to level up my cooking skill, if it was a thing here, before I tried cooking with the higher grades of meat. After all, in Terra Forma, high cooking combined with good ingredients could make foods that granted stat bonuses in addition to tasting great.

      “Why are you only cooking Scouts and Sentries?” Queenie asked as I added a bit of salt I’d found while digging to the meat for flavor. “Surely the Soldiers or other ants would be better.” I turned to see her nose wrinkled.

      “You’re not disgusted that I’m eating ants?” I asked as I picked up the salted meat and moved closer to the star.

      “It is but the chain of life. Things that die must be eaten.” She shrugged as the meat began to sizzle and pop, and I soon wished that I could smell it out in the vacuum of space. “If they had fallen in my old kingdom, we would have eaten them as well.”

      “Well, in that case,” I said as I finished the first piece and broke it apart, “would you like the first piece?” I offered her the greasy lump of cooked ant flesh.

      “It would be better for you to eat first.” She bowed her head. “As you are the master, and I am but your queen.”

      “I insist.” I waggled the meat.

      “Very well,” she said, but she still looked at me strangely as she took the hunk in her delicate fingers and took a small bite. Then her eyes widened in shock. “Oh, master!”

      “What? Is it bad?” I asked, suddenly worried. Then I glanced at her info page to see if she’d been poisoned.

      “This tastes amazing.” She swallowed the bite in her mouth. “What did you do to it?”

      “I just salted it.” I shrugged and took a bite of my own piece, and the taste was quite unlike anything I’d ever had. Like salty, spicy beef with kimchi. I wasn’t even sure how that had happened, but I was so pleased that I ate the whole piece even though I didn’t actually need to eat while I was a god.

      “Please always salt the meat, master.” Queenie grinned at me. “It makes it very delicious.”

      “I’ll do my best,” I said as I finished up the rest and put it into my inventory. “Glad to see those lessons I took with that Iron Chef paid off.”

      “You worked with a chef made of iron?” Queenie asked, suddenly confused. “How does he move?”

      “It’s just a title,” I said with a wave. “Anyway, I think we’re about as ready as I can be. Unless you can think of something else?”

      “No, master.” She shook her head. “We have food and water.” She smiled. “My kind do not require much else that we cannot easily find along the way.”

      “Well then,” I said as I teleported us back to the mirror. “Let’s get this show on the road.”
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      The sound of rustling leaves jarred me from sleep, and as my eyes snapped open, I realized I was lying on a giant stone table in the middle of a goddamned forest naked as a jaybird which was crazy because two seconds ago, I’d been in the Hall of Mirrors with Queenie.

      Only, as far as I could tell, she wasn’t here in the big empty clearing with me. It was even stranger because I felt really different. I’d spent so much time as a god that it took me several seconds to realize I was back in my normal body, and while I was still powerful, the world no longer bent to my whims, at least, not to the same degree.

      Plus, I was all alone, and while the sky was blue overhead, I could tell that the sun was already edging toward dusk.

      “Queenie?” I said as I sat up and looked around at thick trees and bushes that lined the edges of the clearing, but the only response was the rustling of the bushes about fifty feet away. “Is that you?”

      As I peered closer, the biggest, ugliest looking hobgoblin I’d ever seen burst through those bushes and eyed me like I was a present and it was Christmas morning. Pustules covered its face, and even though its skin was a particularly vomit-inducing shade of green-yellow, I was suddenly very glad that it wearing a loincloth because, and trust me when I say this, no one wanted to see that.

      “What have we here?” it asked in a high-pitched singsong voice as it pushed through the bushes and unslung its gnarled stone axe from the sling on its back.

      “Fresh meat for the grinder,” another hobgoblin said as it appeared alongside the first one, and that’s pretty much when I realized two things.

      There were six of them, and they were talking about eating me.

      “Meat!” another cried as it gestured at me with a large cleaver. “Meat for the stew!” He turned. “Bring the stewpot!”

      “Oh, I wouldn’t do that,” I said as I searched around for something to defend myself and realized that unless I were going to try hitting them with dirt clods, I’d have to rely on my fists, which was fine. I was, quite honestly, down for a little fisticuffs. Sure, I could have grabbed the mandibles from my inventory, and I would if I needed to do so, but for now, I wanted to see how things worked out, especially because I was a fair bit bigger than them.

      “And why shouldn’t we eat you?” the first hobgoblin pressed as he licked his bulldog jowls with a black forked tongue.

      “Because I’m too tough.” I slid off the altar and faced them, and while I should have been scared of them because their names were highlighted in orange, letting me know they were a fair bit higher level than me, I just wasn’t. “I wouldn’t taste good at all.”

      “That’s why we have the stewpot!” the cleaver hobgoblin cackled. “Boil anything long enough, and it will be edible enough to make a turd.”

      “You’d think that, but it’s not true,” I said as settled into a fighting stance.

      My change in stance didn’t go unnoticed by the hobgoblins, but it must not have bothered them because they just laughed.

      “And what do you plan on doing?” the axe hobgoblin asked as one ridged brow cocked up in amusement. “Pummeling us with your dick?” He gestured at me. “You don’t have a single weapon, and we carry the finest hobgoblin steel in the lands.”

      “Trust me when I say this, but I don’t need a weapon for the likes of you.” I took a step toward them and shook my fists. “Besides, I’ve got Thunder and Lightning.”

      “It doesn’t matter really what you think,” the hobgoblin said, and I realized the others had spread out to encircle me. That was fine, though, because I instantly thought of about sixteen ways to take them all down. I mean, this was the kind of thing I had trained for, after all.

      “Well, that’s kind of rude,” I said right before the hobgoblin to my left loosed an arrow at me.

      In one practiced movement, I stepped to the side and snatched the projectile out of mid-air, and then before they could react, I concentrated my Aura into my body and let it loose as I flung the arrow back at its owner.

      The creature’s eyes widened in shock right before the arrow’s head smacked into his helmetless forehead with enough force to fling him back off his feet.

      “Who’s next?” I asked as his lifeless corpse twitched on the ground. As I raised my hand and used Auric Extraction on the body, I felt a grin cross my face as I goaded the others in with a gesture. “Well?”

      Pattern: Hobgoblin Archer has been learned. Would you like to create a Hobgoblin Archer?

      “Kill the human!” the cleaver hobgoblin cried and charged with a guttural scream before I could summon the creature.

      “We will spread him on bread!” a spear hobgoblin taunted as he moved in from behind.

      Flanking me would have been a smart move… only they were so slow that it was almost like they weren’t moving at all.

      I stepped to the side as I produced a mandible from my inventory, parried the cleaver hobgoblin’s strike with my weapon, and smashed my foot into his knee. His leg gave out instantly, and as he collapsed to the ground with a scream, the spear hobgoblin lunged at me, his weapon pointed right at where my heart would be.

      I let him nearly stab me, but as the spear got close enough to plunge through my flesh, I moved. All it took was a simple spin combined with a quick strike to tear the weapon free of the hobgoblin’s hands.

      “Looks like I’ve got your spear,” I said right before I head-butted the hobgoblin in the face. The blow shattered his nose, and as he stumbled backward, I shoved him off balance, which was easy enough because I was almost three feet taller than him and juiced on Aura. Then, I whirled around and flung the spear I’d stolen at another hobgoblin.

      The Aura-infused spear ripped through the hobgoblin’s chest with so much force that it pinned the creature to the tree behind him. As blood spurted into the air in great arcs and his feet frantically kicked in the air before going limp, the other hobgoblins took off into the brush and yelled, “Retreat!”

      “That’s right!” I called. “You’d better run from me!” I took a step toward Broken Knee and Broken Nose and grinned at them, only as I did it, I let my face expand so that I made a full-on Cheshire cat smile. “I need you to tell me something.”

      “W-what?” the hobgoblin I’d shoved to the ground whimpered as he backpedaled away from me.

      “Where is the closest town with people like me?” I asked because as I looked around, I realized I had no idea how to find my next objective or anything else.

      “T-there’s no one like you.” He swallowed. Hard. “But… there is a town ten miles from here. It is along that path.” He pointed to a mostly overgrown trail that led off into the woods. “M-maybe someone there can help you?” He swallowed again.

      “Thank you.” I took a step closer. “I’m going to let you live so you can tell the others not to fuck with me.” I touched my chest with my thumb. “Because I am the destroyer of worlds. Beware my fury.”

      The sight must have been too much for the creature because he fainted dead away, and as I stared at him for a moment, the hobgoblin with the broken nose let out a coughing wheeze.

      “You’d really let us live?” he asked as I moved over to the hobgoblin I’d speared and absorbed him.

      Pattern: Hobgoblin Warrior has been learned. Would you like to create a Hobgoblin Warrior?

      “I am a generous god,” I said with a glance at the injured creature. “Now, take your friend and go.”

      He didn’t need to be told twice. He hastily leapt to his feet, grabbed up his injured companion, and took off into the brush.

      As I watched him go, I got a new message and smirked. Originally, I’d just wanted to avoid having the hobgoblins come back with a hundred men, but this? It was a nice bonus.

      You have gained notoriety among the Hobgoblins. They will now be less inclined to attack you.

      When I was sure they wouldn’t just come back, I began to summon my ants, which was when I realized that every last one of them, including Queenie, had been placed back into storage when I’d entered the mirror as had my clothes and other equipment.

      It made sense now that I had thought about it. After all, Terra Forma hadn’t let you prepare before entering a new world, but at the same time, I’d never really tried to bring an army of summons through the portal. Naturally, I began with Queenie.

      “Thank you for summoning me, master,” Queenie said after I had summoned her from Auric Limbo a few moments later. “My only regret is that I was not here to rend these hobgoblins apart for you.” She gave the body of the dead archer a contemptuous little kick.

      “It’s not your fault.” I shrugged as I sucked in a deep breath and let my Aura refill. “Once we get the army up and going, we’ll head to the town they told me about.”

      She nodded, but her lips were still pursed into a hard line, and I knew that she was still upset that she had not been able to kill them for me.

      “Would you like me to search the dead for you, master?” She glanced at the dead hobgoblins.

      “Yes,” I said as I sat down on the altar to rest a bit. “If I sit still, my Aura will refill faster.”

      “Very well,” she said and moved toward the first one as I examined the patterns of the two hobgoblins I’d absorbed.

      While I was excited to see the Archer because I’d finally have a ranged creature at my disposal, the Warrior didn’t seem especially interesting. That said, I decided to summon one of each anyway just so I could see what they’d be like in combat.

      That was also when I realized a problem.

      “You don’t spawn with weapons or equipment, do you?” I asked Willie and Nelson as they stood before me, almost as naked as the day they were born… assuming they were born. I was only protected from the visual assault of hobgoblin privates by white loincloths that thankfully appeared when they were summoned.

      As for my question, I wasn’t sure why I’d expected a response since neither of them was at the class of Queenie, but I sort of got one because they both shook their heads.

      I let out a sigh and then shrugged before looking up at Queenie. “Queenie, let them pick out what they want from the stuff we got.”

      “As you wish, master,” Queenie complied, and then before I could say more, her multifaceted eyes fixed on the two hobgoblins, and they hastened to get moving.

      “Let me guess,” I said as I watched them strip down their old corpses and begin to re-equip themselves. “You can communicate with them?”

      “Sort of…” Queenie sighed. “It is much more difficult than with the ants you have created, but I can do it a little via mental commands. I am sorry I am not better at it.”

      “Stop apologizing,” I said with a wave of my hand. “I’m pleased you can do it at all.”

      The smile that she gave me at that brightened my day in a way I couldn’t quite explain, so I just smiled back before I went back to summoning the rest of my army.
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      “The one from Otherworld is very interesting,” Lord Argonath, Crusher of Minds and Reagent for the local Adventurers' Guild said as he turned to look at me. “You will have your work cut out for you this time if you wish to recruit him to our cause.” He bared his black teeth into a grin that made his massive sludge-like maw seem even more grotesque. “This one is quite powerful.”

      “I will do my best, sir,” I said as bowed low before the giant ooze. “Does this mean I have permission to engage with the human?”

      “Yes.” His entire body undulated in the ooze version of a pleased nod, and I couldn’t help but grin. Since Lord Argonath was the leader of the Adventurers' Guild in this particular region, he was the one I had to impress to get the best rewards. “I certify your quest is licensed by the guild. However, the level of reward you receive will be directly related to how well he does with the trials.”

      “Understood.” I nodded once and then tried not to look at him because, well, he was ugly, even for a slime.

      Unlike most of us, Kird Argonath seemed to spend his time trying to look as grotesque as possible. I’d heard it was because he was trying to craft a visage that would frighten his enemies to death, but all it did for me was make him seem, well… undesirable. Still, he not only had a name, a tremendous accomplishment in and of itself, but he was also my fearless leader, at least for the moment. Therefore, he was deserving of my respect. Besides, he wasn’t all bad. Usually, anyway.

      I glanced back at the glowing orb where the human had just slaughtered a bunch of hobgoblins as easily as I would have fought off a few ants at a picnic. I was glad for it. While he wasn’t the first human I had seen come from Otherworld, because, surprise, surprise, humans often wished to travel to a fantasy world, he was the first to display such amazing battle prowess. That made him special in more ways than one.

      “Thinking about something?” Lord Argonath inquired as he moved his huge, slug-like body toward me. Actually, that was being too kind because he didn’t actually move. He just sort of distended himself toward me. “You seem distracted.”

      “No,” I said with a shake of my head even though I was very much distracted by my own thoughts. “I am just anxious about what will befall him,” I nodded toward the orb as casually as I could, “and I find myself excited for him to meet the next challenge.”

      “I am excited as well,” he said as turned his black-as-soot eyes toward the orb and smiled again. “He presents an interesting opportunity for us, should he survive his journey here. He could be a powerful new member of our Guild, one that would surely get us much notoriety with the other houses. Who knows? Perhaps he could become so strong that the Destroyer King will return.”

      “You think he will take notice of the human?” I asked, and the idea was too much to think about.

      The legendary Destroyer King had not been seen for generations. Legend said he fought in the Battle of the Great Midnight, and after slaughtering a dozen armies in a single blow, chased the great Beasts of Karnoth into the Void of Despair to end them forever. His parting words had been, “I will return when you call.”

      Only we had waited for millennia, and he had not returned, no matter how much or how loudly we called.

      “How could he not take notice of the human?” One of Lord Argonath’s tendrils reached out and patted my thigh. “I can feel his power resonating even from here. He is strong beyond measure, and the rules of this world are as absolute as they are old.”

      “Yes.” I frowned as I recalled the old sayings. “That is true. Strength begets strength. The stronger we become, the more the universe tests us.” I swallowed hard as I fixed my gaze upon a tapestry on the far wall, the one that depicted the Destroyer King as he battled through Karnoth’s champions. “That’s why the elders say the Destroyer King has not returned, that there are no enemies that would require his immense power.”

      “Indeed,” Lord Argonath mused. “So, we must ask ourselves a simple question.” His eyes flicked to the orb. “What is coming that requires a power like this?” One tendril gestured toward the orb. “Assuming he can make it through the tests, anyway. Power is not all that makes an Adventurer of Legend.”

      “That is true,” I replied, but I knew it didn’t matter.

      I knew the human would survive. No, he would do more than survive. He would rule. All would fall beneath the might of his power. I’d known that the second he’d stepped through the portal, and while I had watched him begin the first trial of Zendafi, the awakening in our world, I’d known he would pass it and all others. Now it was time to wait for his inevitable victory, no matter how much I wished to run to his aid.

      “Tell me,” Lord Argonath said as he moved back onto his throne of silver and gold and stared right at me. “Why have you not returned to your true form?”

      “I am a slime.” I shrugged. “I have no true form. This one will do as well as any other.” I smiled inwardly and hoped that this form would please the human. A stupid little smile flicked across my lips as I thought of him once more. Judging by what had befallen the hobgoblins, he would find us soon enough, and then I would meet him in the flesh.

      And that thought?

      Well, it was enough to make me able to wait. At least for a little while, anyway.
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      I made it about thirty feet into the brush before I realized my clothes were really not going to cut it here, especially since night seemed like it was going to fall far sooner than I’d originally expected.

      Judging by the way the sunlight filtered through the trees, I had, at best, an hour until sundown, and while I felt reasonably sure I could walk the ten or so miles in a few hours, the path was a lot less, well, pathy, than I’d expected. Even with the Soldiers clearing a path, and the Scouts directing us where to go, I was already finding myself having to use one of the hobgoblin’s axes to bushwhack my way through more of it than I’d have liked since it was clearly made and used by the much shorter hobgoblins.

      And that left me with a problem. What would I do once night fell? Would I keep walking or hunker down for the night?

      While it wasn’t particularly cold yet, I wasn’t sure what it would be like once night fell. For all I knew, the temperature would drop to freezing. Now, that seemed unlikely because it wasn’t particularly cold now, but I was in an alien world. Even if the temperature was hospitable, that didn’t mean there wouldn’t be predators that could put the hobgoblins to shame.

      “So, maybe I need shelter?” I said aloud, and when the forest didn’t respond, I sighed. “Or maybe get some new clothes…”

      Still, it wasn’t like I had a way to get clothes, especially since I didn’t see any erstwhile tailors hanging out in the twisted brush alongside the path.

      “I could attempt to fashion you some, master,” Queenie said as we moved steadily along. Like me, she was bushwhacking her way through, only she was opting to use the claws at the tips of her fingers, which was probably better because, despite being made of the “finest hobgoblin steel,” the axe I used was pretty crappy.

      “It will be fine once we reach the town,” I said as I hacked down a particularly annoying branch and stepped past it. “We’ll no doubt have enough gold to buy whatever we need.”

      “It is too bad you cannot create clothing with the same power you use to infuse your Aura into your attacks,” Queenie said as she glanced at me.

      And, I’ll be honest, the moment I said the words, I felt like an idiot. Why? Because I could practically hear my old strategist’s voice in my head telling me to just do it and see if it worked.

      I looked down at my body and thought about clothes. I pictured the pair of waterproof hiking pants I’d used when I’d summited Everest, and as I did, Aura began to flow out of my body and seep into the track pants I was wearing. It moved in an undulating wave as it began to take shape around me so that, a few moments later, I was wearing a layer of greenish, translucent pants over my clothes.

      You have learned the Subskill: Auric Armor.

      I stared at the message before reading a bit more and found out that I had unlocked a subskill of Aura Infusion that let me infuse my garments with Aura to increase their defense, fortitude, and other attributes which was pretty cool, if I said so myself, and better still, it didn’t take me much energy to maintain it.

      Once my pants had been crafted, my Aura’s own inertia seemed to maintain the new form, and it would automatically refresh every thirty minutes as long as I had the Aura to maintain the upkeep cost. That was good because if I got into another fight, I didn’t want to wind up defenseless if I forgot to concentrate on my own clothing.

      “Your new pants look very powerful, master,” Queenie said as I began to craft myself an entire ensemble from my own Aura, and as I did, I found that each piece of clothing came easier than the last one. The pants hadn’t been that difficult, but it had definitely taken some time. My boots, though? They were even easier, and my shirt easier than that, so that by the time I was doing my sweet pauldrons, it took almost no effort whatsoever.

      I smiled as I looked down at myself clad in what looked like the Warrior Tier Twenty Titanic Onslaught armor from World of Warcraft’s Legion expansion. There was no way to know if this was a normal look for the area, but I didn’t much care because I felt like I looked awesome.

      Satisfied, I glanced at Queenie who was giving me a very strange look, and when I arched a curious eyebrow at her, she merely flushed and looked away.

      “Does it look okay?” I asked as I swept an arm over my body. It was strange because the armor was made of glowing, green Aura, and while it felt sturdy enough, it was still a bit translucent so my clothes could be seen underneath.

      “Yes.” Queenie gave me a nod. “It makes me a bit scared, actually. In a good way.” She seemed pleased. “I am glad you have picked this armor. It will make our enemies flee in terror.”

      “Haha,” I said and rubbed the back of my neck. “Hopefully not too far because I still need the experience, and I hate chasing down monsters.”

      “I will chase them down for you master, do not fear.” Queenie’s voice was resolute. “Whoever you wish dead will be made so.”

      On that cheery note, we made my way forward along the tree-lined path, and as I went to hack through a branch, another thought hit me.

      “I’m able to sense Aura,” I said, and this time, I simply pressed my hand against the branch and concentrated on the feeling, “but maybe I can do more?”

      I could feel the wood as well as I ever could have back on Earth, which was expected. Then I pressed forward with my palm and willed my hand to feel the Aura moving through the tree. It was the strangest thing I’d ever felt because as I pushed forward, I felt the tree branch’s Aura enter my hand.

      It didn’t hurt or anything. More like… it felt foreign.

      More than that though, I could feel the particles within my Aura begin to attack the tree limb, and I knew that if I willed it to be so, I could dissolve the wood’s aura, and with it, this section of the tree. I also knew how long it would take.

      “About forty-five minutes,” I said aloud, “and I would get barely any energy from the Aura that remained once it was all said and done.” I smirked. “I always knew I wasn’t meant to be a vegetarian.”

      “I cannot even imagine such a thing.” Queenie shook her head in disgust. “Meat tastes too good to never eat it again.”

      “That’s true,” I said with a laugh before I turned my attention back to the branch. This time, I became aware of everything touching the tree’s aura. Leaves. Bugs. Dirt. Everything.

      It all hit me at once in one tremendous data download that let me know about the things around me, and more importantly if they were worth breaking down for Aura or patterns. Some things were, mostly the leaves and bugs. While others, like the wood, well, it just wasn’t.

      You have learned the Subskill: Auric Examination.

      I’ll be honest, I’d sort of intended to get this one, and a quick examination of it let me know that Auric Examination was an active subskill of Auric Sense, but unlike Overdrive which basically just made me hyper-aware, this skill could be targeted on a single person, creature, or curious-looking rock.

      “Interesting,” I said as I moved to my left, toward a copse of thorny bushes that lined the path. Until now, I’d done my best to avoid them for obvious reasons, but now? Well, I was curious. What information would I get from examining it?

      I reached out toward the closest one and focused on the bush in front of me. This time, as my fingertips brushed the top of the closest leaf, all the same data entered my skull. The whole knowing things instantaneously thing was still hard to get used to, even though it had been similar when I had been a god, but I knew that I’d get used to it soon enough.

      Still, the important part was that I now knew the nutritional value of the bush.

      Basically, after consuming the plant, I’d be one percent less hungry. One fucking percent. And it would take about an hour to digest, which was far too long. Curiously, I noticed that my Herbalism skill had increased a tiny bit by absorbing the information of the two plants, and that made me smile. It seemed that just like in Terra Forma, skills could be increased by gaining knowledge about the subject as well as by practicing them.

      “I wonder if there is a way to reduce the consumption time?” I said aloud as I pulled my hand back and turned my attention back toward the path.

      “Perhaps you could just strip the Aura off?” Queenie suggested, and I nodded.

      “Yeah, I can do that, but it won’t help much if we want to eat it.” I shrugged. “Unless I try cooking it.”

      “Would you like me to gather some so you can try cooking it?” Queenie asked, and I nodded.

      “Yeah, let’s gather some as we go, and we can try later.”

      It was slow going after that because I wound up using my new Examination skill on all the new plants I found as well as picking some, which definitely helped to increase my Herbalism skill.

      Which was probably why I didn’t see the trip wire. I’d been so engrossed on examining everything, that when it hit Queenie’s shin, she didn’t even notice.

      The fucking wire sure noticed though.

      A giant log flew out of the brush and would have slammed into her side if my quick reflexes hadn’t saved her. As I leapt for her and tackled her sideways out of the way, I was immediately aware of a problem. The log had reached the apex of its arc and was coming back.

      Thankfully, I had enough time to get us both out of the way once again, and as the log whooshed behind me, a pair of green-skinned goblins leapt out of the brush and glared at me. Only one was armed with a drum, and the other seemed empty-handed.

      “You guys again?” I snarled with a raised eyebrow at them as their eyes swiveled from the log to me and back again.

      “Let me destroy them for their impertinence, master,” Queenie growled, and just as I was about to let her do just that because fuck their stupid traps, one of the goblins spoke.

      “What do you mean, us guys?” the slender one covered from head to toe in bright bird feathers of every shape, size, and color said as he eyed me carefully. “I can assure you that you have never faced me.” He smacked his chest with one hand. “For I am Morlaon, the greatest goblin bard in the world.” He swung his hand to the left and gestured to his compatriot. “And that is Silent Jay.” He nodded to the other goblin who was dressed from head to toe in black, wore a long trenchcoat, and had a ukelele strapped to his back. “He’s a rogue.” He narrowed his eyes at Jay. “Have you seen him before? Perhaps faced him in battle?”

      Jay looked at me curiously and scratched his chin. Then he shook his head emphatically.

      “See!” Morlaon said as he smacked his drum. “You have never faced us before because if you had, you’d be dead.”

      “Right…” I glanced between them. “I’m just saying that I just fought a bunch of hobgoblins, like, just down the path that way.” I gestured back toward the path. “Let me just say it didn’t end well for them.”

      “Well, of course not. Those were hobgoblins.” Morlaon banged on his drum. “They are as dumb as they are smelly, and let me just say that, by goblin standards, they have a particularly foul odor.” He nodded once. “Whereas we are goblins, who, by goblin standards, are quite better in all ways.”

      “How many types of hobgoblins and goblins are there on this path?” I asked as I stared at the goblin. I wasn’t really worried about him, but if I was going to get accosted every couple of minutes, it was going to get old fast.

      “This particular path leads directly through the territory of no less than sixteen hobgoblin and goblin clans, though I say that ours is the best.” Morlaon gestured to the left. “After all, the bards in our region sing the most delightful songs, and the trees here are particularly, well…”

      He started smacking his drum and shifting from foot to foot as he launched into a song in a language I couldn’t understand. It was catchy, though.

      “There!” Morlaon said when he was done. “Are you not impressed?” He stamped one foot. “Admit it, you’re very impressed.”

      “I mean, the tune was catchy.” I shrugged. “It’s a great beat, but I don’t know the language.”

      “Neither do I, master,” Queenie frowned. “Although I can somewhat translate the intent. Would you like me to tell you what I think it means--”

      “A song is great even if you cannot understand it!” Morlaon exclaimed as he came toward me and clenched a fist. “Did you not feel it in your bones?”

      “Um… no?” I offered. “But maybe it’s just not my genre.”

      “Genre doesn’t matter!” Morlaon shook his head sadly as he turned to Jay. “What do you think?”

      Jay seemed to ponder this for a moment before his eyes widened and his face lit up like a Christmas tree. Then he began to gesture frantically. I didn’t quite understand it, but Morlaon seemed to because, in the end, he nodded emphatically.

      “That is a great idea!” Morlaon turned back to me and grinned widely. “Jay says that we must teach you to truly appreciate goblin music.”

      “I don’t think that’s quite necessary,” I said with a frown. “I’m just trying to get to town.”

      “And how will you do that if you must traverse the territory of not only goblins but orcs and trolls as well?” Morlaon gazed at me expectantly. “Or, you allow us to accompany you, for a small fee, of course, and we will guide you accordingly. Then, by the time we reach your destination, you will have a true appreciation of goblin music that you can feel with your soul.”

      “Did you say small fee?” I asked as I stared at the goblin. I hated to admit it, but I could use a guide, even if he were a crazy goblin with a drum. “Because I don’t have any money.” I grabbed my shirt and sort of pulled on it. “Just this and some hobgoblin stuff I picked up.” It was a white lie, sure, but then again, these were random goblins. I didn’t exactly feel comfortable telling them I had a few kilos of gold in my inventory.

      “Why didn’t you say you were poor!” Morlaon exclaimed as he threw his hands into the air with a sigh. Then, instead of being put off, he came over, hopped up beside me, and tried to throw his arm around my shoulder. Only Queenie glared at him so hard that he stopped mid-step and, after a long pause where he took in my army, gestured for me to come closer.

      I did so, though I knew I’d probably regret it.

      “See, here’s the thing, friend.” He nodded to the trap. “We didn’t set that. We merely saw it and knew we were in ogre territory. Can you imagine what an ogre would do to us poor goblins?” He drew his thumb across his throat. “So, we waited for an adventurer to come by who could avoid the trap, figuring that they’d be strong enough to help us get to town so we could make our gig at The Dwarven Priestess which as you likely know, is the premier drinking establishment for Dwarven royalty, charlatans, and card players.”

      “So… you really have nothing to offer me?” I asked as I stared at the diminutive goblin.

      “I have much to offer, friend. I think the original deal stands. We will lead you to town.” He nodded to the path.

      “So, you mean to use me until you find someone better?” I asked with a sigh.

      “When you say it like that, it does indeed sound horrible, so no, do not say it like that.” He held out his hand. “What do you say? We shall guide you and teach you an appreciation for music that will allow you to rival all the gods on high, and in exchange, you allow us to tag along with you, oh mighty warrior.”

      “Well, who can say no to an offer like that?” I said as I shook the goblin’s hand. “You have a deal.”
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      “We should probably stop here, oh wise and noble warrior,” Morlaon said as we reached a small clearing to the left of the trail we had been following through the forest. “Unless you think it better to keep walking through the night while all manner of dangerous, carnivorous beasts stalk us from the treetops.” He put a hand to his heart. “I doubt they would pose much trouble for you, given your obvious strength and cunning, but us poor, diminutive goblins would no doubt be slaughtered like sheep before the wolves.”

      As he continued on like that, I shot a glance at Jay. The other goblin merely shrugged and gave me a look that very clearly said, “This is a good place to stop, even if my friend is a dumbass.”

      I pondered that for a moment before I cast my gaze heavenward. It was obviously nearing dark, and while I wasn’t sure quite how far the town was, I was sure of one thing. Morlaon would, no doubt, continue on if he thought we could make it because if there was one thing I could trust the talkative goblin to do, it was watching out for his own ass.

      If he wanted to stay, well, it was probably a good idea.

      “Can you quiet down for a moment?” I asked, and without waiting for Morlaon to respond, I turned to Queenie. “Can you have the army secure the area?”

      “As you wish, master.” Queenie gave me a quick, resolute nod, before turning to address the ants in our army. The moment her antennae twitched, the Soldiers broke off into pairs to secure our surroundings, even though the whole clearing was only about half the size of a football field. After that was done, she sent the Golems, our one Hobgoblin Warrior, and the Sentinels into the spots between the Soldier groups, while holding the Spiders and the Hobgoblin Archer behind the lines.

      Then she split the remaining ants, a combination of Sentries and Scouts, into two groups and had one group walk clockwise in a slow patrol around the edge of the clearing while the other moved counterclockwise. After the group of Sentries had made three loops, she turned to me and gave me a serious look.

      “The area is secure. However, there are definitely creatures out beyond the edges of the wood. I have no doubt they are hostile, but they will be unlikely to break our lines should they even attempt it.” She paused for a second. “Would you like us to venture into the forest and eliminate those closest?”

      I thought about it. On the one hand, that would gain us additional resources and experience, but on the other, it was getting late, and the last thing I wanted was to be caught unawares in the middle of a battle at night.

      “No.” I shook my head as I made my way to the center of the clearing and looked around. “What I’d rather is for you to have one of the Soldiers cut down those two trees and bring them over here.” I pointed to a pair of trees about ten feet in length that were about the width of my thigh. “Then strip off all the branches and pile it over there.” I pointed to a spot a few meters from the center of the clearing. “Also, can you have Scout locate some firewood and bring it here?”

      “It will be done,” Queenie said with a bow before she headed off to do what I’d asked.

      I watched her go for a moment before turning back to the spot where I stood. It seemed about as good as any, and as I knelt down on the soft earth and stared at it, Morlaon came over and looked at me curiously.

      “What is it you plan on doing, oh most noble warrior?” he inquired, and when I glanced at him, I saw the curiosity plain on his face.

      “Um… I’m going to build us a shelter for the night and hopefully start a fire.” I glanced up at the sky. “I’m not sure if it will rain or how cold it will get, but those clouds are mighty grey.” I paused for a moment. “Unless you want to do the fire and shelter thing?”

      “Alas, noble warrior, while my songs are as sweet as the first dew of a summer’s morn, I can no more play a shelter from the ground as I can call fire from the sky.” He frowned a bit. “If I could, I’d be more famous than Bardek the Everbright, chief Bard of the Destroyer King.”

      “The Destroyer King?” I said as I used my magic to clear a small fire break. It was way more difficult than I’d expected, even though I’d practiced using my earth magic in the godly realm, and after clearing just a small area, I found I’d drained a significant portion of my Aura.

      That made sense though since I didn’t actually have the power, and I’d never practiced with it when I wasn’t a god. I knew I could have just cleared it by hand, but that wouldn’t help me build the proverbial magic muscle, so instead, I took a few moments to rest and tried again. This time, it was a hair easier.

      “You have not heard of the Destroyer King, noble warrior?” Morlaon said, quite flummoxed by the idea. “His tales are the most famous in all the lands.” He glanced around the clearing as if looking for spies, and when he found none, he leaned in close and cupped his hand over his mouth almost conspiratorially. “In fact, I have been working on a song of his tales. I could sing it to you?”

      Admittedly, part of me wanted to tell him no, but I was curious enough to wave him on.

      “Go for it.”

      And wouldn’t you know it, but it almost seemed like he had expected me to say no because he stood there gawking for a good thirty seconds. “Well…” he said, suddenly embarrassed. “It isn’t quite done, and no one here but Jay has heard it so…”

      “I think it will be great.” I smiled at him. “I believe in you.” I got to my feet and gave him a serious look. “The beat you played on your drum was pretty great earlier.”

      “You honor me,” the goblin said after a long moment before turning to Jay with a flourish. “Come on! Let us give our noble lord a show beyond all knowing.” He smacked a hand on his drum, eliciting a hard beat that punctuated the air like a dying gunshot. “Bring it in.”

      With that, Jay nodded and then pulled the ukelele off his back and gave it a strung that ripped through the clearing like a guitar riff. Then the two began to jam to something that felt like a tribute to the greatest song in the world.

      And the strange thing was, as I settled back to my work while I listened to them play, I began to see their Auras starting to flare. Golden glows began to surround them, and with each passing note, it grew brighter and brighter. That’s when I felt the thumping of their magic in the air as it swept around me in a flourish of energy and power, and before I realized what I was doing, I was humming along with them.

      It was strange because I felt their magic flowing around me like a rocky meadow full of twists and turns, full of potholes and snarling roots, but as I hummed, my Aura seemed to fill in those holes, seemed to bury those roots. Before I knew it, I’d cleared the entire area beneath myself, and what’s more, it had been easy. That was when I realized what had happened.

      When I’d been using my earth magic before, I’d tried to sort of force it into shape, almost like I was the glass and I was pouring water into it, but when I’d been distracted and humming along, my magic had become the water. It had seeped into everything around me, and with each thrum of the beat, I’d woven the power into the air into my spell until I was very nearly one with it.

      That’s when they began to sing.

      
        
        “When the moon above glowed red with blood

        We took to the trail in the Destroyer King’s stead

        He fought and fought

        And when he swung his mighty sword

        All enemies fell

        Yeah, all enemies fell

      

      

      

      
        
        They said there was a mighty prophecy

        That the beasts of Karnoth would strike him down

        That the wolves of hell would be his end

        But that wasn’t true

        For hefting his might blade

        He cleaved the earth in two

        And rained fire from above

      

      

      

      
        
        When the great wolf came

        He grabbed it by the jaws

        And he pulled

        His great muscles strained

        As he tore that great wolf

        Right down the middle, it split

        And its left half became the mountains

        And its right, the stars

        Its blood filled the ocean

        And its head?

        Oh, that became the sun

      

      

      

      
        
        And yet he was not done

        Because the darkness of the void still filled the land

        So he marched, and he marched

        Crossing deserts, mountains, and oceans

        Greatsword in hand and blood in his wake

      

      

      

      
        
        And as his enemies fell

        he made the land safe for all

        All who would join him

        All who could join him

        Well, they found destiny’s call

        And as they rode in his stead

        They had but one mighty cry

      

      

      

      
        
        We will kill them all

        Yeah, we will kill them all

        They will taste our blades

        And we will drink their blood

        And the Destroyer King will rule

      

      

      

      
        
        Yeah, the Destroyer King will rule.”

      

      

      As the words of the song resounded in the air, I couldn’t help but feel the sound of the music in my veins, feel the thrum of the magic inside me and all around, and as I pressed out into the earth, I felt it rumble beneath me. With each breath, each strum of the ukelele, and each pound of the drum, my magic flowed out into the earth so that, before I knew what I was doing, I’d communed with the soil beneath my fingers. It came to my call as I hummed and poured the magic of the song into it.

      And as the earth began to rise to my call, I pulled it upward, forming it around the shape in my mind. I built a simple framework of Aura, just enough to keep shape really, and then I poured in the magic of their song, and as I did, the world sought to give it form.

      Dirt, rock, and everything in between surged up to fill the framework so that by the time their song reached a raging crescendo, I’d raised a structure from the earth itself. And still I wove more magic into it, and as I did, I found the walls strengthening, the roof moving to the proper angle. I found the earthen hinges solidifying into stone and greased by graphite.

      The door and walls were a monolith of stone, and as they formed, the Destroyer King’s deeds were etched into its core like a mural. The great wolf as it was rent in two. The beasts of Karnoth as he slew them. The void itself as he reached in and forced it to blink.

      It all was there even though I knew I shouldn’t know it… but the magic of their song knew it, and as I poured it into shape, it knew what to do.

      That’s when I felt the song coming to an end, and as it did, the raging, swirling tempest of magic I’d tapped into began to ebb. Still, it didn’t matter because my structure was built.

      The walls stretched twelve feet into the air and were three feet thick surrounded an area a good fifty feet in diameter. The roof itself and somehow transformed into a slope of thick tiles, and as I stared at it, I realized it resembled the military advanced outpost structures that were often created in by the Geomancer class in Terra Forma.

      I stared at it for a long while. Had I made that because I knew what to do? Or was it because the title I’d been granted was stronger than I’d realized and before I’d just lacked the power to make what it could do real?

      If that was the case, how strong would it be once I was higher level?

      I wasn’t sure, but as I stared at the building, I couldn’t help but be impressed.

      Initially, I was going to just make a simple wooden tent and cover it debris, but this? Well, it was way, way better.

      “I know I should not be impressed, master, since your power is beyond all measure,” Queenie said as she came toward me with an armful of firewood. “But I most definitely am.”

      “It’s okay. I mean, I’m impressed.” I sucked in a deep breath, and as I turned toward the goblins whose song had helped me, I found their wide eyes swiveling between me and the structure like they were two green bobblehead dolls.

      “It can’t be…” Morlaon said with a swallow as he finally met my eyes. “You know magic…?”

      “Yeah,” I said, and as I was about to elaborate, he rushed over to me and grabbed my hands.

      “You don’t understand,” he said with a shake of my hands. “Magic has been lost for millennia.” He shook his head. “It hasn’t been seen since the time of the Destroyer King.” That’s when his eyes got as wide as saucers. “Unless…” he licked his lips and then prostrated himself before me. “... you are him.”
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      “Look, I’m not this Destroyer King, but I understand that you think I’m him,” I said after Morlaon brought it up for the fiftieth time. “Come on, Queenie, tell him.”

      “I think it is a fitting title for master. Do you not?” She smiled at me, and I definitely got a touch of amusement from her. “After all, when you came to my colony, you laid waste to the entire thing, slaughtering every last minion that dwelt within before taking me as your queen.”

      “I mean, okay, yeah, when you say it like that, it almost seems reasonable, and again, while it is an awesome title, I’m still not some reborn guy from a legend.” I smirked. “But I’m from a faraway place called America, not here.”

      “Uh huh.” Morlaon eyed me closely as we sat in the middle of my newly raised stone hut. “That’s exactly the type of place where the Destroyer King would be from.” He spread his hands wide as if gesturing to the outside world. “Someplace far away and exotic, someplace like America.”

      “That doesn’t even make sense,” I said with a sigh as I went back to making the fire. It wasn’t hard. I’d just finished shaving off bits of wood into a pile with one of the daggers a hobgoblin had left behind when it had fled, so now I was busily building a small tinder pile with my shavings while adding bits of the empty bird’s nest Scout had found to increase flammability. That done, it was time to make a small teepee around it with small sticks, then I could start the fire.

      “Of course, it makes sense!” Morlaon exclaimed as he leapt to his feet and smacked his chest. “I am Morlaon of the Silver Goblins, blessed with both the Gilded Tongue and the Drum of Ages, and I most certainly have heard of here, there, and everywhere.” He leaned in close as I pulled out my flint and iron. “And I have not heard of this America.”

      “Well, that is understandable--”

      “No, it is not!” He shook his head. “Tell ‘em, Jay.”

      The other goblin shrugged as if to say, “Hey man, Morlaon’s got a point. He has heard of here, there, and everywhere.”

      Only Morlaon didn’t have a point. It was just too hard to explain that I was from another world because if I did, he would use that as further proof that I was this Destroyer King.

      “Look,” I said as I began to strike the flint against the ore. “Is there anything I can do to prove I am this Destroyer King?” A shower of sparks rained down across the fresh tinder, and after only a few moments, it caught and started to smolder. As much as I’d have liked to say more, I had to lean in closer and blow until I was blue in the face.

      “Well, there is the sword.” Morlaon tapped his cheek before shooting a look at Jay, who just shrugged.

      “What sword?” Queenie asked, picking up the conversation because I was too busy trying to breathe life into my fire. “And what test? Whatever it is, my master will surely pass it.”

      “Well, there’s a sword in the heart of the ruins of Nylian.” The goblin paused a breath as he thought. “It’s what remains of a border town about two towns over.” He glanced at Jay for confirmation, and when the silent goblin nodded, Morlaon continued, “There is an ancient sword buried in the rock there. They said that there used to be a great river that flowed underground to a spring, but the people who were supposed to tend it tried to poison the water there, so the Destroyer King thrust his sword into the ground and blocked off the water.”

      “That doesn’t sound like a very good thing to do,” Queenie replied, looking distraught. “Removing the land’s ability to get water is truly barbaric. Better to slaughter every last man, woman, and child, and water the earth with their blood. Then he could have put their heads on pikes to warn others not to do the same.” She nodded. “That would be much more sensible.”

      Morlaon stared at the ant queen for a good long while before turning his attention to me as the fire finally caught, and flames billowed to life and began to lick at the dry tinder.

      “Anyway,” he said, clearly still a bit disturbed, “it is said that only the Destroyer King can remove the sword and restore water to the land.” He frowned. “It was said to be quite fertile once, but now it is nothing but desert.”

      “Look,” I said as I sat up and began feeding sticks to my baby fire. “If we go there, I’ll try, but until then, can we drop it?”

      I’m not sure why, but the idea of this Destroyer King legend irked me. While it did remind me of some side quests that could be done in Terra Forma to get rare titles and whatnot, it also seemed like it could potentially develop into a long ass sidequest. Sure, I was all for sidequests, but I wanted to find out what the hell I was supposed to be doing here before I set off on one that could take who knew how long.

      Plus, if I was being really honest with myself, I knew it wasn’t even that. It was more that I hadn’t earned the title yet, and I didn’t want Morlaon to get super excited for me to pull out this sword or whatever and then be disappointed if I couldn’t do it.

      “That sounds fair,” Morlaon said, his voice intruding upon my thoughts. “I will keep my lips sealed until you pull the sword from the stone.” He nodded. “It might be better for the world to not know you were the Destroyer King, anyway.” He got a bit worried then. “They might send assassins.”

      “I have no doubt my master could dispatch any and all who would seek to stand against him,” Queenie piped up as she leaned in to put a stick in the fire while giving me a “let me do this, master” look.

      “Either way, it would be better not to let the secret out until we know for sure,” I said as I stretched out on my back beside the fire and stared up at the ceiling. It was just like being in a Geomancer base, and I’d spent many an hour in them while I’d played.

      “I agree, master,” Queenie said as she took a small branch covered in leaves Morlaon had asked us to collect earlier and held it over the top of the fire for a moment. “It will be better for our enemies to think you weak, that way it will be even more satisfying when they find themselves lying in pools of their own blood.” She pulled the now smoking leaves out and plucked one off the branch before putting it into her mouth. She chewed thoughtfully for a moment before spitting it out onto the floor. “Yech. Tastes terrible.”

      “Were you trying to learn to cook?” I asked, suddenly confused by the ant queen’s actions.

      “Yes, master.” She nodded. “I know I did not add salt as you did, but when I watched you before, it seemed like you mostly just burned it in the fire.” She gestured with her smoky stick full of leaves. “But I must have done something wrong.”

      Before I could say anything, Morlaon laughed a bit and then reached over and took the stick from Queenie. “While Korf trees are edible, you can’t really eat the leaves.” He took the branch from her and cracked it open, revealing the glistening, sticky golden sap within. “It’s the sap you want. The leaves are mostly burned off to keep bugs away…” He paused a second. “... which is probably why you didn’t like it.” He offered her the sap. “Try this part.”

      She took it hesitantly and, after looking at me to make sure it was okay, very slowly extended her tongue and gave it a tentative lick. Then her eyes brightened. “It tastes divine.” She shoved it toward me. “Taste it, master. I beg you.”

      “Okay,” I said, and as I took the branch from her and gave it a lick, I realized she was right. The flavor was somewhere around that of maple syrup but a bit sweeter and woodier. “Wow, this is good.”

      “Now, if only we had some meat, this would be a party,” Morlaon said, and as Jay nodded in agreement, I smiled.

      “That, I can help with,” I said as I pulled some roasted ant from my inventory that I’d left a bit on the rarer side because I figured we would have to heat it up to eat it. “May want to heat it up a touch though.” I offered it to them.

      The goblin duo set about it, and a few moments later, we were eating freshly re-roasted ant and chewing on Korf tree like it was sugar cane while the army outside kept watch for bad guys. All in all, it was rather pleasant, and as the night grew long, the pair of goblins excused themselves to the corner of the room to sleep, and Queenie came over and leaned her head on my shoulder.

      “Thank you, master,” she purred, and that sound stirred something inside me as I patted her gently. “I am very pleased with how you have treated me. I never would have experienced half the things I have today without you.”

      “That’s just the Korf talking,” I murmured as I inhaled her scent, like scotch and lilacs, and tried to ignore how good the ant queen felt pressed against me.

      “The Korf is certainly tasty,” she replied with a sated little hum as she patted her stomach before looking up at me. “But that is not what I meant.”

      “Oh?” I asked as her multifaceted eyes latched onto mine, and I swear, at that moment, she looked into my soul. It was a strange feeling because normally I didn’t really enjoy it when people stared into my eyes like they were trying to search out every inch of my being, but when Queenie did it, well, it just didn’t feel invasive. More, it felt curious and accepting.

      “Yes.” She nodded as she began to walk her fingers up my thigh. “It probably seems strange to you because you are so worldly, master, but I had scarcely seen more than the inside of my cave. Had I stayed my entire life, it would have ended there without seeing much of the sky or having tasted Korf.” She grinned at me. “Or hobgoblin for that matter.”

      “So, you did secretly eat them?” I asked with a laugh.

      “I may have snuck a bite or two, but honestly, the meat was too tough for my liking. I thought about trying to cook it.” She sighed. “I fear I may never be very good at that, though.”

      “It’s okay,” I said with a laugh. “I’m more than happy to cook for the both of us.”

      “I know that, master.” She paused for a long moment, and I could see thoughts swimming in the depths of her eyes. “But I want to be more for you. Be better.” She nodded once. “I want to cook for you, and clean for you, and kill for you.” She leaned in close then, and her next words were hot on my skin. “I want you to want for nothing.”

      Now, I’ll be honest, I was about to play dumb and ask what she meant, but before I could, Queenie kissed me. Her lips met mine, and the taste of cinnamon and honey filled my mouth, and for a moment, all I could do was feel the press of her body against mine as she leaned into me.

      When we finally broke the kiss a moment later, I found I was on my back with her on top of me, and as she stared down into my eyes, she smiled hungrily.

      “I want to know you, master,” she licked her lips, “and do not play coy with me and tell me you do not understand what I am saying.” As if to punctuate her words, she ran her hands over the crotch of my pants. “And I want you to know me.” She leaned in for another kiss, and I didn’t stop her.

      Again, our lips met, and this time, I kissed her back hard and hungrily. My hand reached up and intertwined in her hair as I pulled her into me while my other hand went around her waist. She moaned into my mouth then as her hands went under my shirt, running over the hard muscle of my abdomen.

      A moment later, my clothes were off, and as they hit the stone tile beside me, Queenie straddled my lap, and I could feel heat cascading off her as she began to hum again. A strange vibrating resonance swept through me, and as she began to rub her entrance against my swollen cock, I felt a rush of power spill over me and surge through my veins. It gushed up over me as she took my hands and placed them on her breasts, and as I squeezed, I realized they didn’t feel hard like I’d thought they’d might because of the chiton shell.

      No, in fact, as I kneaded her breasts with my hands and her head arched back as she let loose a moan of pleasure, I realized the whole of her body had become soft and warm and exposed in a way it hadn’t been before now. I wasn’t sure how, whether it was some feature of the ant queen to change the composition of her skin or if it was from the weird magic building around her as she hummed and moaned, but either way, I was going to go with it.

      I pulled her back toward me, and this time, I kissed my way up her torso, and with each touch of my lips on her warm skin, I felt her Aura dance in the air and swirl around us while the heady scent of cinnamon and lilacs grew stronger.

      And still she hummed, and with each note, each little vibration of sound, I felt my need for her grow, and then, without thinking, I let out a growl that resonated deep within my gut before it spilled out from me in a carnal cry of hunger.

      The sound had an instant effect on Queenie, and as the guttural sound left my lips in a warm breath that blew against her stomach, she arched back as another moan escaped her. Only this one was different from before. It was primal and yearning. Her eyes latched onto mine again, and as they did, her hum changed its tone, ripping out of her like a shredded guitar solo, and as it did, I felt myself grow harder than I ever had before.

      “I want to feel you inside me, master,” she said as she leaned down toward me. One of her delicate hands reached out to guide me into her slick entrance, but I stopped her with a hand on her wrist.

      “No,” I said, and at the sound of my voice, she went rigid. “Only good girls get fucked, and I’m not sure if you've been a good enough girl, Queenie.”

      “I am a good girl, master,” she said, and her voice was thready with need. “Tell me what you wish me to do, and I will do it for you.” She swallowed hard, clearly struggling to control herself as she continued to rub herself against my raging erection. “Please.”

      “I wish for you to go slow and enjoy yourself, but don’t slide it in.”

      As I spoke, she did as I said, taking the time to drag herself across my length slowly, and as the head of my cock pressed against her clit, she let out a moan of pleasure.

      “Look how it's kissing you, master,” she said as she repeated the movement, so the head of my cock brushed against her clit once more. “Do you like that? Is it good enough yet?” She swallowed as she did it a third time, and I could feel from the trembling in her thighs and from the fluid gushing out of her that she was straining not to take me into her.

      “I do, Queenie. You’re being a very good girl,” I said as I reached up and used my fingers to stimulate her tender folds while she moved against me. “And I only need you to hold out a little longer. Can you do that for me?”

      “I can,” she said and swallowed hard, and this time, when I met her eyes, I realized they had turned black as pitch with need. She stared down at me and smiled. “I will do this for eternity to please you.”

      “I know,” I said with a smile. Then I kissed her, and as our tongues met, I reached down and slipped myself inside her.

      The feeling was unlike anything I’d ever felt before because the way Queenie’s muscles pulsed and sucked me inside her was so different and overwhelming that it took everything in me not to explode right then and there. I bit down on the waves of pleasure as Queenie began to move up my length in a slow, deliberate movement that pulled me nearly out of her before coming back down on me hard and slapping her perfect ass against my thighs.

      I would like to say I lasted for hours and hours, but I didn’t because only a little while later, I felt Queenie’s muscles tighten around me in an excruciating mixture of pain and pleasure that took my breath away. Queenie’s back arched and her fingernails dug into my shoulders as she let out a moan that was so loud, I was sure the whole of the forest heard it.

      And I didn’t care because as her orgasm overtook her. As she squirmed on top of me in a crashing wave of pleasure, I felt our Auras mix in a rush of magic that ripped out of us in a swirling tornado of power and energy. That explosion of pure ecstasy flung dirt and debris outward, and my eyes rolled back in my head as an orgasm so intense that it turned my entire body to jelly burst out of me.
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      “I’m not sure how the locals will feel about your statue,” Morlaon said the next morning when we exited the house and found that atop the roof there was now a giant stone statue of Queenie standing huge and resolute. A perpetual fog of cold seemed to float around her that reminded me of Queen Mab. Actually, that wasn’t the only thing that reminded me of the dark fairy because the look, the very demeanor of the statue itself had Mab in it too, as if somehow the Fairy Queen’s spirit had inhabited the body of Queenie.

      “I didn’t have anything to do with that,” I said, still flummoxed as I looked up at the statue. “It wasn’t there last night.”

      Jay gave me a pointed look and then made a couple of gestures that made my eyes go wide.

      “I think the goblin may be right, master,” Queenie said as she moved to stand beside me. “Our lovemaking must have released the magic to do this.” From the way she spoke, I couldn’t tell if she was pleased or upset. “Though I do not think I look so… vicious.”

      “You don’t,” Morlaon said with a shiver. “That statue may look like you on the surface, but it is definitely not you.” He peered closer at the statue. “That thing is evil in its core, cold in a way you’re not.”

      “It’s Queen Mab.” I nodded to the statue before holding out my hands and staring at them. “The power of earth and cold I used to make the building was given to me by her.” I’d expected my words to mean something to my companions, but they all looked at me blankly.

      “Is she your patron goddess?” Morlaon asked after a few moments. “Because if she is, I might rethink my allegiance.”

      “She isn’t,” I said and was thankful that the words felt true enough. “I don’t have a patron, but if I did, I’d have to say it is Rhapsody.”

      “The Forger of Worlds?” Morlaon said, and this time I was a bit surprised he had heard of Rhapsody and not Mab, but then again, worlds were always different in what lore found its way to them. “She is a good choice. Wise and strong.” He glanced at the statue once more and shivered again. “And kind.”

      “Well, anyway,” I said as I scratched the back of my neck, “let’s get going.” I nodded to the trail. “How long until we get to town?”

      “It’s about half a day’s journey from here if we take the side trails,” the bard explained. “We can get there a bit quicker if we take the main trails, but that will take us through ogre territory.” He looked at me for a second before flicking his gaze to Queenie. “And I know you think your master can take all the ogres, and I honestly believe you, but it will actually take longer to go that way because we will have to fight our way through them and deal with all their traps. Call me crazy, but I don’t want to fall into a pit filled with spears to slowly die.”

      Queenie pursed her lips before nodding her head once. “Though I agree with you that my master could slaughter all the ogres in the forest, I do not look forward to dealing with traps.” She shook her head. “And it would be foolish to ignore the advice of our guide.” She turned her attention to me. “What are your thoughts, master?”

      “I’m good with Morlaon’s plan,” I said, and with that, we started off down the road.

      For the most part, it was relatively quiet. In fact, it was too quiet. Yesterday we had heard birds, insects, and even the boughs of the trees as the wind bent them to her whims. Now though?

      Now, there were no birds or insects. The wind had all but died so that not even the rustle of a leaf could be heard. With each step we took, the sounds of our feet on the trail seemed to echo in the silence of it all.

      “I’m starting to have a bad feeling about this,” I mumbled, and my voice seemed to echo in the complete absence of sound surrounding us. “Is this quiet normal?”

      “I was hoping that if we didn’t mention it, it would go away,” Morlaon said as he shot a glance to Jay, who didn’t seem bothered by it. That was understandable, though, since he rarely made any noise when he moved and seemed to relish the quiet. Honestly, it made his association with Morlaon a bit odd, but then again, perhaps he just enjoyed being around the energetic goblin.

      “The scouts and soldiers do not detect anything,” Queenie said with a twitch of her antennae, “But if they do--”

      Her voice was cut off by an inhuman howl that pierced the silence so profoundly that it was actually painful. Worse, it sounded close.

      “One of the scouts is down,” Queenie exclaimed though I could already feel it back in Auric Limbo. For that to have happened, it had to have been dealt a critical blow that made it impossible to stay in this realm. Otherwise, my Aura would have healed the creature through it. “We just lost the two soldiers along with it.”

      “What is it?” I asked as I called a halt to our troops with a mental command. “Because I’m getting a whole lot of nothing.”

      “I don’t know,” Queenie said through gritted teeth while her antennae swished violently through the air. “It moved too fast to be more than a blur of black.”

      “I know what it is,” the goblin bard said from beside me, and when I spared him a glance, he looked downright terrified. His greenish skin had paled considerably, and he was taking great, sucking breaths that made me think he was on the urge of vomiting. “It’s a dire wolf.”

      At his words, Jay paled as well and then made several signs which made me think he was trying to ward off evil.

      “Okay,” I said as I looked between them. “I can deal with some dire wolves.” It was true. In Terra Forma, they were powerful enemies the size of small cars who could bite through an oak with ease, but they were still just animals, and I had an army.

      “It is not the dire wolves I am worried about,” Morlaon said as I produced my hobgoblin dagger and axe. “It’s what comes with dire wolves.”

      “What comes with dire wolves?” I asked right before something burst through the brush to our left.

      It was crazy because I’d have thought something that big couldn’t move so silently, especially given the general lack of sound, but I’d have been wrong because I hadn’t heard it. In fact, I hadn’t heard anything as it came free of the brush. No, I’d sensed its Aura and only just barely.

      “Damn, I hate dire bears,” I muttered, and suddenly my dagger and axe felt inadequate because what faced us was a massive bear that had to be almost twenty feet tall. It was massive in a way that made an elephant look small, and its dark fur had a crimson sheen to it that made me think of freshly spilled blood. Claws the size of small trees filled its paws, and when its flat yellow eyes met mine, it opened its mouth in a leer that revealed a mouth full of row upon row of razor sharp, dagger-sized teeth.

      Worse, its name was a blazing scarlet hue, letting me know it was quite a bit higher than my current level of twenty-four. So, you know, totally fair odds for me and my army of ants.

      Still, we could deal with this. It was, after all, just one monster, and it wasn’t a boss.

      “Queenie, get the Sentinels to hold its attention and then have the Spiders bind it in place--”

      My words were cut off as it howled, and the ground around us shook with menace. It was crazy because the urge to flee filled me to my brim, and it was all I could do to keep from turning tail and sprinting off in the other direction. I resisted, but it was hard, harder than I thought, and I realized I was under the effects of a fear charm meant to make us run.

      I took a deep breath and let my Aura flow out of myself in the same way I had when I resisted the Sentinel’s taunt earlier. As I did, I saw the same ribbons of Aura extending from the creature that I had before, and once again, I focused on snapping each of them with my metaphysical scissors.

      I’d just barely managed to break the hold of the spell on when Morlaon let out a cry, and I whirled around to see another of the creatures burst out of the woods, blocking off the direction we would have run had the fear charm worked.

      “So, that was your plan,” I grumbled as a pair of dire wolves rushed out of the brush to stand by the new bear’s side. I glanced back at the first bear to see that, yep, sure enough, it also had a pair of dire wolves. “Drive us toward your girlfriend here and then have her slaughter us.” I gave the monsters a slow clap. “Almost worked.”

      The bears must not have appreciated my moxie because they both let out bellows that shook the earth and rattled the surrounding trees, and at the sound, the dire wolves tore forward.

      Thankfully, we were ready for them. As Morlaon dropped to his knees and began to pray to any and all deities for deliverance, each of my three Sentinels sprang into action.

      Hank taunted the left pair of dire wolves, while Pym and Goliath each took one of the other dire wolves. Then Rocky and Balboa, both Golems already in defensive stance, grabbed the attention of the dire bears. It was a little weird to see all the monsters immediately lose focus on us and go for the ants and golems, but then again, that was their job.

      Leaving the Minders to heal the Golems and Sentinels, I turned to Queenie. “Have the army burn down the dire wolves and then focus on the bears.” Then I turned my attention to the pair of hobgoblins I had summoned. “You two, protect Jay and Morlaon.”

      As the two hobgoblins rushed to comply with my orders, Queenie sent four groups of Soldiers, Sentries, and Scouts to harry each of the dire wolves before leaping into battle herself.

      The Ant Queen launched herself at the closest dire wolf and smashed into it like a bus made out of razor blades and fury. Her claws lashed out, easily penetrating the tough hide of the creatures that even the Soldiers seemed to have trouble with, but even as crimson splashed across the ground, the creature snapped at Hank.

      As the dire wolf's jaws latched around the Sentinel Ant’s neck, Queenie grabbed the creature around the throat, and her muscles bulged and strained as she worked to pull the thing back. While it seemed to be working, there was definitely a problem, and that was the second wolf moving to get at Hank from behind. With him still struggling with the first wolf, I knew he was going to get taken down quickly.

      “Shoot it,” I said as I turned to the hobgoblin archer, and as I spoke, I put a hand on the creature’s shoulder. Then as it drew back on its bow, I used Aura Infusion in a way I never had before. I used it to charge up the hobgoblin’s arrow, and as green streaks of emerald light lit the area around the hobgoblin’s weapon, it loosed the projectile.

      The arrow streamed forward like a glowing, emerald comet and hit the second wolf right as it leapt forward to take a bite out of Hank’s flank. The glowing arrowhead smashed into the creature’s open maw with a devastating explosion of force that damn near blew the creature’s head off as it was hurled backward to the ground, smoke curling from its body. As it lay there stunned, the Soldier Ants descended on it, finally able to get access to the tender underside of the wolf.

      Leaving them to it, I spun back around to see how the others were doing and felt my stomach fall. The golems were getting beat to shit as the dire bears' claws rent huge gouges in their rocky exterior, and it didn’t take a genius to realize that the only thing keeping them in the fight was the Minders’ combined efforts to keep them healed.

      The problem was that they were already down to about a third of their Aura, and once they ran out, my Aura would get drained next.

      “Jay,” I said because Morlaon was still huddled on the floor, “I need you and him.” I thumbed at Morlaon. “To start playing your music. Now.”

      Jay gave me an odd look as he glanced around, then nodded once. With a deftness I didn’t know he possessed, he pulled out his ukelele and strummed a beat that seemed to resonate in the silence of the place. At the sound of it, Morlaon finally looked up. As his eyes caught sight of Jay, the silent one nodded at his friend.

      “You’re right,” Morlaon said as he pulled himself to his feet and dusted himself off. I’d thought he might have been embarrassed by his cowering, but something told me he wasn’t, not really anyway. “If we’re going to die, we best go out playing.” He nodded once. “That’s how I want to die, anyway.” Then he smacked his hands on the drum to elicit a quick beat to follow along with Jay’s strumming.

      As the sound of their music filled the air, I reached out to grab hold of that sweet magic that came with it and found that it was even easier than it had been before. I didn’t have time to pay much attention as the magic came to me and filled me, and instead, I focused on what I could do with the magic it granted me.

      I visualized the battlefield and pictured another geomancer spell I’d used before. It was a relatively simple binding spell designed to open a small hole beneath an opponent’s feet. Then I thrust the power of Jay and Morlaon’s bardic rhythm into the ground. It was a strange feeling because I suddenly felt like a conduit for their power. Magic surged through the air, into me, and into the ground.

      Then the world rent open in a scream of pain as the dirt beneath the dire bears split apart into a massive cavern. As they tumbled down, I quickly worked to redirect the magic once more and envisioned a second Geomancer spell, Puddle of Quicksand.

      Again, the flurry of magical musical power filled me before lashing out with astonishing speed that filled the holes with quicksand. As they tried to climb out by digging their claws into the sides of their cavernous prisons, they were suddenly overtaken by quicksand rising to swallow them whole.

      My heart pounded in my chest from the effort of doing the Geomancer spells since I wasn’t actually a Geomancer, merely borrowing the powers thanks to Mab’s title. Worse, I knew I couldn’t act as a conduit for much longer with the strain, so I did the next best thing. Since I could see the way the music flowed through me and into the spell, I used my Aura Mastery to grab the magic coming from their music and then smashed that end directly into the hungry maw of the spell I’d cast. As I metaphysically removed myself from the chain of magic and used the power of their music to fuel the spell directly, the whole thing bucked in my hands, threatening to shatter at any instant, but I didn’t let that happen.

      Instead of letting the whole thing fall apart, I envisioned the binding between their musical magic and the Geomancer spell as a wall that was cracking apart, and my Aura as spackle. I quickly matched over the holes, filled in the gaps, and smoothed out the whole thing as best I could. It was hard, but thankfully, even with the bleed-off of not conducting it perfectly, there was more than enough power to keep the spell going without blowing the whole thing to kingdom come.

      Satisfied the dire bears were bound, at least for the moment, I pulled my attention back to the rest of the battle just in time to see Queenie tear the head off the dire wolf while it was still latched onto Hank’s throat. As blood, gore, and sinew dripped down her like she was some kind of avenging goddess, the wolf’s massive jaws finally loosened, and she was able to wrench it free of Hank.

      Better still, a quick glance let me know the other ants had taken down the one I’d had shot with the arrow and had moved to assist Pym and Goliath.

      Queenie and I locked eyes for a second, and with mutual nods, I headed toward Goliath while she dropped the bloody head and leapt for the dire wolf attacking Pym. I didn’t bother to watch her fight because I was too busy running toward Goliath. Like with Hank, the dire wolf had its jaws latched around the Sentinel’s throat, so it didn’t offer much in the way of resistance when I drove my axe into its flank, nor did it pay me much mind because it was focused on rending the ant’s head from its body.

      That was perfect though because I let Aura flood into my muscles as I stepped in and drove an overhead swing down into the back of the creature’s neck. It hit with a wet thunk that split the creature’s fur like wet paper and sent a spray of blood and bone into the air.

      I didn’t stop. Instead, I hit it again, and three Auric Smashes later, the creature’s head came off, and its body hit the ground with a thud.

      That was when the dire bear to my left finally burst free of the quicksand. Its massive claws gouged into the earth as it pulled itself free of the pit I’d dug with magic, and as sand and dirt cascaded off it, Rocky rushed to intercept it.

      Only the bear knocked the golem away with a backhanded swipe to the knee that sent it crashing to the ground. That was a problem because while the golem could take a huge amount of damage, it couldn’t exactly pop to its feet like Jackie Chan. I could deal with that because Rocky distracted the bear long enough for me to spin on my heel and build up Aura before I flung the axe right at its stupid head. The Aura-infused axe hit the creature right between the eyes and embedded into its thick skull.

      It didn’t seem to care save to let out an annoyed roar.

      That’s when an idea struck me.

      As the bear knocked my axe away like it was swatting an annoying fly and began to climb out of the hole, I grabbed hold of the magical music in the air once again, then I closed the hole it was struggling to free itself from.

      The earth shut with a massive crunch that ripped off the lower half of the bear, and as blood and thicker bits sprayed out across the dirt like we were in a low budget slasher movie, I watched in horror as it kept climbing toward me. It buried its front claws in the ground and pulled itself forward in a move that left a macabre snail trail of gore in its wake.

      Still, it wasn’t moving very quickly, so instead of dealing with the half-a-bear myself, I told the ants that had been helping Goliath to deal with it. The big Sentinel quickly taunted the bear, and the moment it moved toward him, I turned my attention to the other bear.

      It was still beneath the surface of the quicksand, and while I wasn’t sure if it was dead or not, I was done playing around. There was a massive crunch from that side of the battlefield as I sealed that hole an instant before a geyser of blood shot from the earth.

      That’s when I saw the messages.

      You have leveled up. You gain three stat points and one skill point to distribute.

      You have learned the Subskill: Auric Interrupt.

      Even though I knew the battle had to be over for me to have seen the messages, I still turned back toward the dire bear, and instantly, I wished I hadn’t. In the few moments I had been looking away, the ants had torn every bit of its inside out through the gaping hole where the bottom half of it should have been in a move that left it strewn across the trail like a grisly tribute not to fuck with us.

      “They have all been defeated, master. Would you like me to begin harvesting?” Queenie said as she walked over to me covered in blood and guts, and when I turned toward her, she casually wiped a bit of entrail from her cheek and flung it disdainfully onto the ground.

      “After I’ve extracted their Aura.”

      “Very well, master.” Queenie gave me a quick bow of her head. “Your will be done.”

      After sparing a glance at Morlaon and Jay to confirm they were both all right, I moved to examine my new skill.

      Auric Interrupt did exactly what it seemed like it should. It allowed the user to use his Aura to interrupt a channeled spell or one that was still being cast, which explained why I hadn’t learned it when I’d used the power to dispel the taunt. That skill had already been used, whereas this fear spell must have been channeled.

      Satisfied, I quickly distributed my points into Strength, Agility, and Intelligence, before dropping my last skill point into Aura Infusion since that would increase the strength of several of my new subskills. Lastly, I went to the dire wolves we had killed and used Auric Extraction to learn the pattern and refill my Aura, and once I was finished, the ants busily began harvesting.

      That just left the dire bear, and since I’d leveled up and had two new slots available, I smiled when I walked over to its corpse and read the message.

      Pattern: Red Dire Bear has been learned. Would you like to create a Red Dire Bear?

      “Yes,” I said, and as Pooh sprang to life in all his green-hued glory, I couldn’t help but laugh. “Everyone is really fucked now.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            31

          

        

      

    

    
      Let me start by saying that riding a giant summoned dire bear was pretty awesome. Not only did we make the rest of the journey to town in record time, but nothing fucked with us either. Whether that was due to the party level stealth skill the bears could cast or because they were big hulking monstrosities of death and destruction, I wasn’t sure, but if I had to wager on it, I’d have probably gone with a little from column A and a little from column B.

      “Once we round this bend, we should be able to see Clucas,” Morlaon explained from atop the dire wolf I’d summoned for him to ride. I’d have gone with a dire bear, but he and Jay were too small to ride on the dire bears comfortably. That was fine though because it felt fitting for just Queenie and me to have the dire bear mounts. “It’s not much of a town as it caters to the type of clientele that most don’t want to associate with…” He paused a moment and then mouthed the word “dwarves” before looking around like he was afraid someone might have heard him. “But it’s got decent food, and even an Adventurers’ Guild outpost.”

      He patted his dire wolf on the haunch. “And thanks to your steeds. We will definitely be on time for our gig at the Dwarven Priestess this afternoon.” He smiled from ear to ear. “It goes without saying that we will sing many songs in your name.”

      “I look forward to it,” I said, and the strange thing was, I wasn’t lying. Over the journey, I’d found I quite liked the goblin duo’s songs, even when they weren’t fueling me with their magic.

      “I can’t think of a better way to spend an evening than to listen to songs proclaiming your greatness, master,” Queenie said with deadly sincerity. “I only wish more hours in the day were spent filled with them.” She smiled as she looked to the sky, clearly lost in a new daydream. “That would be marvelous, indeed.” Then her face grew horrified, and she turned toward the goblins. “Will I be in your songs as well?”

      “I should hope so, milady ant. After all, there is none quite like--” Morlaon said, and before he could say more, Queenie let out a shriek of horror.

      “Oh, no. We can’t have that.” She swallowed hard as she looked from me to the goblins and back again. “I have done nothing more than assist master in his exploits. To think that I might take place in the song that could be better used to sing his praises is the height of arrogance.” She shook her head violently. “This cannot, no, will not stand.” She looked at me pleadingly, and while at first, I thought maybe she had been embarrassed, I realized she was one hundred percent serious.

      “Queenie,” I said as I reached out across the gulf between our bears. I couldn’t touch her or her bear because the damn things were so massive, so I just waggled my fingers at her.

      “Yes, master?” she said as she returned the gesture and reached out toward me so that our fingers were just separated by the space between our mounts.

      “It would please me beyond all reason to hear songs sung of your exploits. After all, your glory reflects upon me because I am your master, does it not?” As I let the words hang in the air, Queenie’s face grew resolute and deadly serious.

      “That is true, master. I had not thought of that.” With that, she turned toward the goblin musicians. “I have changed my mind after speaking with my wise and noble master. You may indeed sing my praises, so long as they are praises and reflect accordingly on my master.” She gave me a satisfied look. “And I shall perform even greater deeds to bring about more glory for you, master.”

      As she spoke, Jay gave me a look I didn’t quite understand but seemed to mean, “I hope you know what you’ve gotten yourself into.”

      The thing was, I couldn’t help but be pleased with Queenie. I knew that the rigid caste nature of ant colonies played a part in her antics, but at the same time, she was so genuine about them that it was hard to not feel good about it. If it made her happy to let her go on that way, I wasn’t going to fight her on it.

      “Trust me, milady ant,” Morlaon said with a gulp. “We wouldn’t dare sing ill of the man who would be the Destroyer King.” He drew his thumb across his neck. “That would be a sure way to wind up dead--” He just stopped talking, his mouth falling open into slack-jawed horror before he let out a shout of abject terror. “No!”

      As one of his hands raised to point into the distance, I twisted on my dire bear to look ahead, and when I saw a rising plume of smoke coming from the distance, I cursed.

      “Is that the town?” I asked as I spurred my dire bear forward in a rush of speed. Sure, it would drain its stamina to go faster, but at the same time, if we delayed, there might not be a town left.

      “I believe so,” Morlaon said as his dire wolf surged up to keep up with my newly hastened dire bear with ease. “Perhaps we should go around it?”

      “No.” I shook my head. “I don’t know what’s going on there, but I aim to find out.” I swallowed. “If those people need rescuing, I’m going to save them.”

      “Besides, if we did that, you would be unable to sing my master’s praises at the local inn,” Queenie said matter-of-factly. “I can think of nothing that would cause me greater despair.”

      With Queenie’s words still ringing in my ears, I spurred my dire bear forward, even going so far as to pour additional Aura into the creature to increase its speed and stamina so it could sprint for longer.

      When we arrived only a few minutes later, I couldn’t help but cry out in shock at the sight of the amassed army of hobgoblins attacking the town. The wooden gates set into the walls surrounding the place were on fire, ignited by great bonfires the hobgoblins besieging the town had lit along the doors. No doubt they wanted to burn them down before they set to using the massive battering ram that they had brought near the entrance.

      Archers from within the town stood atop the walls and fire down, but their arrows bounced harmlessly off the giant steel and wood canopy that the hobgoblins had hoisted over their army to block the vast majority of the arrows that would have skewered them. The rest were easily deflected by the hobgoblins’ steel shields, and I knew it was only a matter of time before they took down the flaming doors and poured inside.

      Assuming, of course, the other hobgoblins using siege ladders to scale the fence didn’t manage to get enough of a foothold to just open the doors first. So far, the defenders seemed to be doing a good job of keeping the hobgoblins at bay, but it was clear to me that given enough time, the hobgoblins would break through the town’s defenses, and once that happened, who knew what would happen to the residents.

      “Perhaps… we should leave?” Morlaon’s voice cracked with fear as he came up beside me on the ridge and stared at what had to be over three dozen hobgoblins busily climbing the siege ladders, while who knew how many more sat under the metal canopies.

      “We will do as master wills it.” Queenie looked at me as she appeared on my right side and gestured at our amassed army of hobgoblins, ants, dire wolves, and other assorted creatures. “Because while they have an army, we have master.”

      “That is true,” I said as I watched the battle, and as I did, I saw a prompt appear out of the corner of my vision.

      Pathway Quest has been revealed. Will you help the town of Clucas? Yes or no?

      Interesting. I’d gotten Pathway Quests before, and when they appeared, there was never a right choice or a wrong choice, really. They merely determined which branch of a quest chain one did, and as I stared at it, I knew we could just go on our way and not get ourselves involved in whatever this was. Hell, perhaps we could even help the hobgoblins.

      The thing was that this wasn’t a game anymore, and those were real people in that town. People with lives and destinies and, god help them, children. I couldn’t stand there and watch them all get slaughtered just because the odds seemed stacked against them. No. I would help them.

      “I think we should help them.” I grinned at my companions. “And you guys can write a song about it when we are done.”

      As I spoke, I accepted the Pathway Quest, and once it was confirmed, the town suddenly glowed green with the ally designation while hobgoblins’ names were all suddenly outlined in yellow, letting me know they were only a tiny bit higher level than us. That was fine though because I’d seen what the dire bears could do.

      “Your will be done, master,” Queenie said resolutely. “How shall we proceed?”

      “We need to break their siege.” I pointed at the gates. “I think I can put out the fires, but those ladders and that battering ram are going to be a problem.” I swallowed. “And once we kick that hive, they are going to swarm us.” That’s when I had a thought.

      “Here’s what we will do.” I nodded to Queenie and the goblin musicians. “We’ll play this like ancient medieval combat with knights and pikemen.” I waved off my statement before they could ask questions. “We will use the dire bears and dire wolves to break their line… there.” I pointed to a weaker spot beside the left tent. “Once we break through, we’ll get to the gate and use the army of ants to keep them from swarming us by creating a line of forces around our people. Tanks in front, healers in back, soldiers filling in the gaps.”

      “And what should we do?” Morlaon said with a gulp as he looked at me, clearly a little white despite his green-colored skin. It probably went without saying, but his silent partner Jay looked equally distraught.

      “Play like your lives depend on it.” I grinned evilly. “Because they do.”

      Jay gave me an “Are you mad look?” but I ignored it and turned to Queenie.

      “I’ll lead the charge. You follow behind me on my left with Pixel on my right.” I gestured to the Hobgoblin Warrior I’d summoned as he sat upon his dire wolf. “Keep Jay and Morlaon between you two and keep them safe. We’ll need their music.”

      “Nothing will harm them, master.” Queenie gave me a resolute look, and I nodded back to them.

      “Amsterdam,” I said as I glanced over the hobgoblin Archer I’d summoned. “I need you to try to take out anyone who looks important as we move but do not let yourself fall too far behind Queenie. I’d rather not have to re-summon you from limbo, but if it’s the difference between getting a good kill and not, I won’t mind.”

      The archer gave me a wry grin which wasn’t surprising. I wasn’t sure why, but I got the distinct impression he wasn’t worried about getting shot full of arrows since he couldn’t die. Well, not really, anyway.

      Still, with that, there was nothing to do but attack, so I steeled myself, kicked Pooh in the sides, and rushed out down the ledge with the loudest war cry I could manage.
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      We were fucked. Well and truly. As I stalked the walls with the glinting Overseer’s blade in my hand, smiting what hobgoblins managed to make it over the walls and onto the platforms where the archers stood, I knew our defeat was inevitable. There had to be at least a hundred of the vile creatures, if not more down there, and we had less than a handful of archers among all the town’s ranks. Most of those were not even archers by trade, rather, they were a motley crew of adventurers who had some skill with the bow.

      I did not have high hopes for the rest of the adventurers and guards in the town because most of them were so low level, I doubted they could take on one of these hobgoblins. Still, I would fight until the end, and perhaps beyond it.

      After all, I was the Blue Death, and I would earn my nickname. I would be an army unto myself.

      Another hobgoblin leapt off his siege ladder and landed on the platform before me. He grinned at me, green spittle dribbling from his lips as he smacked his jaws together.

      “Lady slime--”

      He was probably about to say more, but I stopped that by extending my hand and stretching my index finger forward with lightning speed. In an instant, it turned into a piercing blade of green-blue slime that speared through his open mouth and punched out the back of his skull. I quickly withdrew my hand and allowed his corpse to fall to the floor as a sword punched through my back and ripped out of my chest.

      It probably would have hurt if I had a real body or any vital organs to speak of, but as a slime, I did not have those things. The hobgoblin in question should have known that, should have fled in terror before my blade. Instead, my body instantly reformed so that I was facing him, and with one quick step, I was so close that the hilt of his shitty little sword pressed against my abdomen.

      And then my slime reached up over that hilt and grasped his arm. He screamed and tried to release his grip, but unfortunately, he was already caught, like a fly in a spider’s web that did not already know it was dead.

      Normally, I’d have eaten him here and now. Pulled him inside me and dissolved him until less than skin and bone remained in a process that would let him experience each and every last moment of his life in earthshaking agony. Fortunately, for him, there was no time for that. A slash of my sword removed his head from his shoulders, and as blood geysered into the air and his body slumped, I released my hold on his hand. With that done, I kicked him backward off the platform and into the ladder he’d used to climb up, knocking the whole thing backward and sending half a dozen hobgoblins crashing to the ground twenty feet below.

      Then, as I drew the sword he’d planted in me from my body and held it in my left hand, I heard the war cry.

      “What could this be?” I said aloud as my eyes flicked toward the sound in time to see a sight I’d never quite beheld. The Otherworlder was coming down from the far ridge on a dire bear, and Hell was coming with him. An army of all sorts of creatures, some familiar and some not, surged after him, and as I watched, stupefied by the sight, he slammed into the hobgoblin’s left canopy like an avenging god.

      Even from here, I could see the way his dire bear ripped through the ranks like they were so much wet paper, and then the rest of his army hit right after, obliterating what had to have been several dozen troops in a single sally.

      The canopy came crashing to the ground as he passed through it and reached our gates a moment later. The fires were still burning from when the vile hobgoblins had doused it with pitch and set it ablaze. After that, the bastards had kept the fires going with a massive bonfire, fueled by wood they’d no doubt stolen from the farmers in the valley to the west when they’d come through the area in a scythe of blood and death.

      The Otherworlder settled himself in front of our gates, and as he did, his forces broke into two groups. The group he led spread in front of the gate, no doubt to keep the vile hobgoblins from using their battering ram once the flames ate away enough of the door, while the other followed a strange looking winged woman on the other dire bear.

      She led a charge straight for the ram itself, and even though her entire troop was shot full of arrows by the hobgoblin archers within the remaining canopies, they didn’t seem to mind. I’d heard tales of the Black Mountains in the frozen north and the living dead that resided within that snowy realm. How you had to shoot them a dozen or more times to put them down, and even then, the dead didn’t quite seem to stay dead. If I hadn’t known better, I’d have said that was what this was.

      Still, I was not one to look a gift horse in the mouth. As the woman and her dire bear hit the canopy over the ram and it fell, I couldn’t help but let out a squeal of glee.

      “Kill them all,” I shouted out as I slashed through another hobgoblin foolish enough to leap over the wall and face me. As his bloody corpse hit the ground, I stepped over him and flung his ladder to the ground. It was no use though because the ladder I had knocked down only a moment before was already back up, and hobgoblins were racing up it like the green monkeys of the Dinuvian Jungles. Faster even.

      I’d barely managed to stem their tide when I heard the sound of a drum. The crazy beat of it ripped through the air, and with it, I felt myself grow strangely energized, and gods be, I couldn’t help but turn toward it. The movement cost me because a hobgoblin’s thrown spear pierced the left side of my face, but it was no effort to fling the projectile back at its source a dozen yards away and pin him to the wall like a macabre flutterby.

      I spun back to the gate, ready to take the fight to the hobgoblins… only what I saw there was beyond my ken. The fires were out, and the entirety of the gate was sheathed in a wall of blue ice a foot thick that crawled out over the walls themselves like icy fingers of death. Then the ground began to rumble and shake.

      I nearly lost my balance and had to reach out to grab the wall for stability as a trench a half dozen feet wide opened up between the army of hobgoblins and the town itself. The chasm stretched so far in either direction that I knew it would be difficult to go around, and because of that, there would be no way to build enough momentum for the battering ram. Especially because the area between the trench and the town was now a thick sheet of ice. In mid-summer.

      It was baffling beyond measure.

      That’s when the lady on her bear hit another canopy, and while this one didn’t go down as easily, it still went down. When it broke, I couldn’t help but smile because, with its fall, I could tell the hobgoblins morale was broken. No, that wasn’t quite true. It wasn’t just that crushing blow to their front line that was turning the hobgoblins. There was something about the music too. While it filled me with strength and energy, I could tell that it had the opposite effect on the enemy.

      “Good,” I spat as I flung a hobgoblin bodily from the wall. He hit the edge of the trench with a sickening crack that certainly shattered his back. I spun on my heel, about to sprint down to the ladder that they would have no doubt raised again but found it wasn’t there. Confusion split my brow as I peered over the wall and found it had been obliterated.

      As I stared at it in confusion for a moment longer, an arrow wreathed in green, pulsing flame shot by below and hit the ladder to my far left with enough force to blow out the middle of it like it was made of kindling. Hobgoblins fell as the ladder crumbled beneath them, and I instantly knew this was the Otherworlder’s doing.

      I did not know how he did it, but as I heard the hobgoblins’ horn call for a retreat, I knew one thing to be true. He had saved us. That meant that, as the highest-ranking member of the Adventurers’ Guild in Clucas, it was my job to see that he was well rewarded for his aid. And if that brought him closer to joining our guild, that would be good too.

      A smile I couldn’t help tugged at my lips as the last of the hobgoblin forces disappeared into the treeline.

      Yes, him joining us would be very good indeed.
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      I’d just finished adding my skill and stat points from the three levels I’d gained from the battle and using Auric Extraction on all the corpses when the gate behind me opened. Admittedly, I was a bit surprised it had, in fact, been able to open without shattering into a million pieces from being frozen solid even though I’d also long since melted the ice away.

      As I turned toward the gate, I saw a lone woman that looked like she had been carved out of a giant block of blue jello striding out to meet us, so I shielded my eyes from the sun and took a step closer to get a better look. Only my eyes just stopped on her face because it was like Marilyn Monroe and Jessica Alba had a baby, and as I stared at her gold-flecked sapphire eyes, I couldn’t help but be shocked at their color since the rest of her body was blue.

      “Hello, Otherworlder,” she said in an accent that reminded me of Gal Gadot. “Thank you for saving Clucas.”

      As she came closer, the slime girl’s nearly translucent skin jiggled tantalizingly as she dropped into a low bow, and as I craned my eyes up and down her perfect curves, I realized that she was barely wearing anything at all. In fact, only a simple navy blue cape adorned her shoulders, and while it covered all her sensitive bits, it was also obvious that there was nothing beneath it at all.

      “You’re welcome,” I said as I glanced around for my friends, but they had all set about looting the bodies. It probably went without saying, but the goblin musicians were especially quick to relieve the dead of their items. Thankfully, Queenie was looking after them, not that I was worried they would keep anything truly valuable for themselves. Well, mostly not worried.

      “As the Adventurers’ Guild Representative, I would like to invite you and yours into our humble town.” She shook out her long blue hair so that it fell around her in an azure wave, then turned and gestured toward the gate. “We have already provided accommodations in the inn for you as a way of saying thanks.”

      “That was very nice of you,” I said with a nod. “As soon as my friends finish up here,” I gestured at the ants busily harvesting the dead hobgoblin corpses for weapons, armor, and other valuables, “we will gladly meet you at the inn.”

      “Very well.” She smiled then, and as her gold-flecked sapphire eyes flicked toward my companions, she shifted uncomfortably. “Actually, do you think you could come with me now? We have much to discuss.”

      As I opened my mouth to tell her that it really wouldn’t be much longer, a message flashed across my eyes.

      The Adventurers’ Guild has a Quest Update for you. Would you like to hear it? Yes or no?

      She must have taken my lack of response for hesitation because she suddenly continued talking.

      “As much as I would love to stay here with you all night and watch your army loot the dead…” Her voice trailed off as came toward me and smiled. “I promise that there are far better ways to spend our time.” She leaned closer, practically pushing her huge breasts at me. “Don’t you agree, Otherworlder?”

      “Okay,” I said because now that I’d gotten the alert, that took priority. After all, that was why I was here. “I’ll go with you, just give me a second.”

      As she nodded, I turned toward my army and called out, “Queenie, when you guys are done, come find me at the inn, okay? The Adventurers’ Guild Representative wants to speak with me about an urgent matter.”

      “It will be so, master,” the ant queen replied and gave me a small smile before setting back to work.

      Satisfied, I turned back to the slime girl and nodded to her. “Let’s go.”

      “Come this way,” she said as she reached out to take my hand, and Jesus tap-dancing Christ, that simple touch lit my entire world on fucking fire. I felt it in the tips of my toes, so warm, so welcoming, and so fucking needy I could scream.

      “Wow,” she said, surprise filling her voice as she leaned in to peer at me. “You give good touch.” She swallowed hard. “I’ve touched many humans before, but none brimmed with as much energy as you.” She eyed me hungrily. “It was amazing, but that’s neither here nor there.” She visibly got control of herself, and the next thing I knew, she was pulling me through the gates of the town.

      As we moved along the cobblestone streets, I found myself peering around excitedly. It was quite unlike what I’d expected from the outside which was something medieval with stone huts and castles and blacksmiths and whatnot.

      Instead, what I found was a bustling town full of anthropomorphic people in brightly colored clothing that reminded me more of an Arabian bazaar than anything else. Cat girls in sheer cloth belly danced in front of stalls while overweight boar men wearing sequined scarves and turbans hawked their wares.

      “I’m surprised they’re not all, I dunno, busy doing other things given the town was just sieged,” I said as I watched a particularly cute mouse woman run up to offer me a sample of gourmet cheese.

      “The battle ended almost an hour ago,” the slime girl said with a shrug, “and commerce waits for no man.” She glanced around. “In fact, I am surprised there are not more shops open.”

      “How could they possibly fit?” I said as we wove between the shoulder-to-shoulder shops. There was so little room between them that I would scarcely call the little gaps alleys, yet alone streets.

      “Oh, you’d be surprised.” She let loose another a whole-body giggle that made her breasts bounce in a very nice way. “Merchants are a wily bunch when it comes to making coin.” She smirked. “They always find a way.”

      “You know,” I said as we turned a corner and the smell of tea and spices filled my nose, “somehow that doesn’t surprise me.”

      “Come,” she said as a throng of bird people moved to surround us while playing a bunch of instruments I didn’t recognize whatsoever. Then, without preamble, the slime girl just shoved them aside and pulled me through the gap.

      “In bird culture, that is considered a dick move!” one of them cried from behind us, and as I turned to look back at them to, I don’t know, apologize, the slime girl shook her head.

      “Do not speak to them. If you do, it will not end well.” She shook her head again for emphasis. “No conversation with bird people ever ends well.”

      “Is there a reason why?” I asked, now curious.

      “Yes.” She shivered. “Haven’t you heard the joke?” She shook her head. “No, of course, you wouldn’t.”

      “The joke?” I asked, raising an eyebrow at her as she pulled me around another corner. Like fucking magic, I suddenly found myself standing in front of a giant fucking lime green circus tent with a pair of massive gargoyle guards standing in front of it.

      “The first rule of bird culture is to always talk about bird culture,” she said with a smirk before nodding to the pair of gargoyles and escorting me inside.

      I’ll be honest, my eyes started to water a bit at the sudden blast of incense that hit me in the face like a sucker punch. The smells of sage and sandalwood swept over me, and before I knew what I was doing, I was coughing like crazy.

      “Are you alright?” the slime girl asked. When I gave her a weak thumbs up as I collected myself, she gave me a look that told me she was unconvinced but also would not inquire further.

      I appreciated that.

      Slowly, we made our way past the burning sconces of incense and then past an octopus messing around with a small hydroponic garden before turning down a corridor that led past a strange looking group of rabbits having a tea party.

      Then, and only then, did we reach a giant green caterpillar lounging on a pillow while puffing away at a hookah pipe and launching smoke rings into the air.

      “Where are we heading?” I asked as we went through another flap.

      “To your rooms at the inn.” She gestured around. “Welcome to the Dwarven Priestess. May you find no better den of iniquity.”

      “That seems… a strange name for a place like this,” I offered as she pulled me into a room that reminded me of a ball pit, only, instead of brightly colored plastic balls, it was filled with pillows.

      “Founded by the religious order of the Marlchin Dwarves over three centuries ago, this town has long been dedicated to Brathen, the Dwarven God of Wine and Splendor.” She smirked, and I nodded knowingly. I’d experienced more than a few of Brathen’s followers’ parties, both in and out of the game, and let’s just say, for those out of game ones, hangovers don’t quite cover it. “He’s also the god of a few other things we don’t speak of in polite company.” Then she pulled me onto the cushions that were soft beyond measure. Like, clouds weren’t this soft. “Come, we have much to speak of, Otherworlder.”

      “So, what do you want to speak to me about?” I said after we’d settled in, and that was when she seemed to get a bit nervous.

      “Would you care for some water or another kind of refreshment?” she asked quickly. “You must be hungry. I can have food brought--”

      “I mostly want to know what this is about,” I said. I wasn’t annoyed exactly, but at the same time, I had no idea how Queenie was going to find me. Then again, even if I wasn’t metaphysically attached to the ant queen, I was sure Morlaon knew this place like the back of his hand…

      “Very well.” She frowned. “The Hobgoblin King has been sending his armies from the swamps to the west.” She bit her lip and shut her eyes as if steeling herself. “The force you saw earlier was merely a scouting force, and we know the rest of his army will be at our gates in three days.” She swallowed. Hard. “We have sent for reinforcements, but…” She sighed. “That is why everyone is behaving so. One last binge before the end…” She shook off the mood and met my eyes. “That is why I wish to ask for your help.” She took my hands then, and I felt a spark of power flow through us that made her cheeks redden. “Please. I saw that you had magic, and with power like that perhaps… perhaps we could turn the tide.”

      You have received a Quest Update. Will you help defend the town against the Hobgoblin King? Yes or no?

      “I would be glad to help,” I said with a nod. “Though we have a lot to do if we are to defend this place in a mere three days.” I took a deep breath as I suddenly thought about the logistics of a defense. “We need better walls and archers, and a whole host of other things.”

      “I know it is a big job, but I am pleased you could help us. Really. I wish I could thank you more...” She leaned in then, and for a moment, I thought she might kiss me. Only she seemed to stop herself when our lips were just a hair’s breadth away. “Sorry. We cannot…” She reached out then and lovingly stroked my face. “Much as I would like to…”

      “I’m sorry, I…” I took a deep breath and tried to stop my heart from thumping so hard. “It’s okay.”

      “It is not.” She pouted suddenly as she drew her hands away and balled them into fists. “It is most certainly not fair.” She shook her head violently then spat, “Other girls can have what they want, but never me.”

      “Um… I’m not following,” I said, and as I went to move toward her, she put a hand on my chest that caused another zing of power to flow through me.

      “Do you feel that?” she asked, eyes wide and serious as she gazed at me.

      “Yes.” I nodded.

      “That is my power, the power of a slime, and it will devour you whole if it touches you for too long, Otherworlder.” She frowned. “So, as much as I would love to do more with you, it cannot come to pass.”

      I shouldn’t have laughed. I know, I know, but I couldn’t help it.

      “Do you mock me?” she cried, a burst of rage filling her face. “Do you know what it is like to not be able to touch others? You become starved for touch, for warmth.”

      “It’s not that,” I said, and this time I reached out toward her and touched her cheek. As I did, I let a little of my Aura flow out around my hand to protect myself. This time, there was no pulsing, gnawing need from her slime trying to eat me because it couldn’t quite penetrate the thin layer of Aura I’d used to cover my skin. Well, that’s not true. It probably could have eaten through the thin layer of Aura I was using to protect myself if she’d tried, but she wasn’t trying.

      “How… how are you touching me?” she asked, and then before I could answer, she pressed herself against me, but my Aura held strong. “Is this your power?”

      “Yes,” I said with a shrug. “I’m using my Aura to diffuse the whole ‘trying to eat me’ thing.” I smirked. “It’s a gift. From a goddess.”

      “It must be,” she said right before hunger filled her eyes. “Normally, I am not this way, but you do not know how rare this is for me.” She took a deep breath, then another. “Would it be too forward of me if…?” She looked distraught and reached up to tuck a loose scrap of hair behind one delicate ear. “Otherworlder, I want to have sex with you.”

      “Are you being serious?” I asked, somewhat shocked.

      “Yes.” She frowned then. “Unless there is a problem. Is my body not pleasing to you?”

      “It is, and you are. I mean, have you seen yourself?” I gestured at her. “You’re just… wow.”

      “I know what I look like. I spent hours crafting this body. I put it together molecule by molecule, cell by cell.” She smiled then, pink flushing out over the blue of her cheeks. “I’m glad my effort has met your approval.”

      “Your effort?” I asked, suddenly confused. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean that I specifically created this form to appeal to you, Otherworlder. I based it on your ant friend.” She smiled at me again, and while that was surprising given that she had just seen us, I found myself impressed. “Don’t worry, that’s not really a big deal.” She waved off my sudden concern. “I’m a slime. My power allows me to create any form I wish, among other things…”

      “That’s why you’re nervous. You weren’t sure I’d like what you’ve done. Rest assured though, you look amazing,” I said as I reached out and took her hand, and as I did, her warmth flowed through me in an indescribable rush.

      “I appreciate that you find me attractive,” she said as she looked deep into my soul, “but you do not have to do this if you do not want to…”

      “Trust me,” I said, and even though I suddenly had a million things to do, they could wait a little while. “I want to do this.”

      “Good.” She leaned in close, and as our lips met, my entire world evaporated into pleasure, and I knew one thing to be certain.

      I’d made the right choice.

      I was still numb from the sensation of power that had rippled through me when the kiss broke. As our lips parted and she stared into my eyes, a smirk tickled her lips as she pulled off her cape. My eyes flicked downward, and I realized she wore only a pair of black stockings topped by garters that were just tight enough to squeeze the perfect flesh of her legs, but left her, well, important bits exposed.

      “You know, my eyes are up here,” she quipped, an amused tone to her voice.

      “Um… sorry,” I said as my eyes flicked from the perfect triangle of blue hair between her legs to her taut stomach.

      “Don’t be sorry!” She giggled, and her pleased tone made my heart race. “If I didn’t want you to look, I wouldn’t have made my clothes look like this.” She swept her left hand down her body, and that’s when I realized she was wearing elbow-length gloves made from the same dark material as her garters. “Do you like what you see?”

      “Y-Yes,” I stammered as my eyes trailed their way up from her flat stomach and just fucking stopped on her breasts. They were huge, almost ridiculously so, and had large nipples that jutted out even though it was hardly cold in the room. “Wow.”

      “I’m glad you like them.” She cupped her breasts and gave them a quick squeeze before dropping them. Their natural bounce was exquisite, and a lot of me wished she would do it again. “I made them specifically for you.” She caressed them again, and when they bounced one more time, I was pretty sure I’d died and gone to Heaven. Or Hell. Or wherever had whatever she was.

      “What do you mean?” I asked, barely able to move my eyes from her nipples to her throat because, at the moment, it was all I could do to breathe when I saw the spiked black choker around her neck. I wasn’t sure how, but the sight of it made me gasp.

      “I told you that I can alter my form.” She reached out toward me, and as she caressed my chest through my shirt, her slime somehow seemed to flow through the fabric to touch me. “And I want you to really enjoy this.” She smiled as the warmth of her hands spread across my body. “If there is anything you wish me to change about myself, please tell me.

      “That won’t be necessary,” I said as a thin layer of warm slime flowed over my chest and legs and pulled off my clothing in an instant, and because I’d long since covered my body with aura, it didn’t hurt. Instead, having her touch me was, well, exquisite in a way I couldn’t explain. Her slime was so warm and comforting feeling that it was very nearly the most pleasurable thing I’d ever felt.

      “Oh, wow,” she gasped when my pants were finally gone, and I lay in the pillows naked before her. “I didn’t know you were hiding something like this.” Before I could respond, the slime girl had dropped to her knees in front of me and taken me in her mouth.

      As she took the tip of my cock into her mouth, I realized I could see her tongue wrapping around it because her skin was translucent. I groaned as she sucked hungrily on my cock, and her warmth flowed over me as her tongue twisted and curled to stroke me while she swallowed me whole.

      A moan escaped my lips as her tongue continued to wrap around me, and the sticky warmth of her mouth enveloped me. A moment later, I let loose a cry of passion as I emptied what felt like a gallon of semen into her.

      She swallowed it all, and as I watched, I could see my sperm spreading out into the slime that made up her body. What’s more, she kept going, manipulating my cock with her mouth in a way I hadn’t thought possible. My legs shook from the effort as my abs tightened, and before I knew it was happening, she had drained every last drop from my body.

      I panted as she finally released me, and I stumbled backward a few steps. My whole body was tingling from that tremendous moment of passion.

      “You taste great,” she said and smacked her lips together as she met my eyes. “Are you pleased with my performance thus far?”

      “Yes,” I said as I tried to catch my breath. “That was… that was the best blowjob I’d ever had. I didn’t even know something like that was even possible.”

      “Well, there’s a lot more I can do,” she said as she lay back and spread her legs. Then she slowly ran one finger up and down her delicate folds before slipping one inside, and I found I could see the finger penetrate deep inside her.

      “Are you ready to fuck me?” she asked while beckoning me forward, and somehow, I was already hard again. Hell, harder than I had been before.

      “Somehow, yes,” I said, gesturing at my cock while I ambled toward her.

      “Yeah, that’s a trick of the trade.” She smirked. “Slimes secrete an enzyme that let our prey stay hard all night so we can drain them dry.”

      “Well, that’s certainly better than a little blue pill,” I said as I climbed on top of her, and as I teased her entrance with the head of my cock, she moaned. “Because I plan on making this the best day of your life.”

      “Oh, it already has been,” she said as I continued to tease her, “I’m ready for you, so put it in, please.” She met my eyes. “I need you.”

      “Oh?” I asked as she began to buck her hips toward me, but still, I denied her. It was hard to do because all I wanted to do was plunge inside her, but somehow, I still wanted her to work for it. “How much do you want it?”

      “More than anything,” she said, and before I realized what had happened, her legs were wrapped around me and pulled me inside her slick folds. I felt the sticky warmth of her ooze envelope me as I slid inside her to the hilt. Then little slime tentacles within her began to stroke my length as I started to pump inside of her.

      “Oh, it’s so big!” she cried, and she reached up and wrapped her arms around me. “Never stop fucking me.” As she spoke, my entire body was lost to the sensation of the tentacles within her as I watched my cock stroke in and out of her.

      It was almost too much, and after only a few minutes, I felt myself start to spasm.

      “I’m about to cum,” I cried, and she grinned up at me.

      “Give it all to me,” she replied and wrapped her body around me more, and as I realized that nearly the entire length of my lower body was within her slime, I came with nearly monster truck force. The orgasm racked my body so hard that I cried out, and as I saw my seed shoot out inside her and begin to spread throughout her warm body, she spasmed too.

      “I’m cumming!” she cried, and the sensation against my still-sensitive cock made me buck even harder. Somehow, someway, I shot off again in her, which made her cry out in pleasure.

      “That was amazing,” I panted a few moments later, and despite the fact I’d cummed three times in less than fifteen minutes, little me was somehow ready to go.

      “No. You’re amazing.” The slime girl grinned up at me. “And we still have the whole night to go.”
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      “T-that was amazing,” the slime girl said when we were finally spent. The room smelled like sex and not a lot else, and honestly, part of me wondered how they were going to clean all the cushions. “I never knew it could feel like that.” She looked over at me while one of her hands casually played with little me. “You’re amazing.”

      “You were pretty great yourself,” I said as I stared at the ceiling, and while I knew I should care about other things, I just didn’t. Maybe I would tomorrow, but oddly enough, well, I was sure everything would be okay. I mean, sure, the quest might be difficult, but at the same time, my level and abilities seemed to be appropriate for the challenges I’d faced thus far, and I had utter confidence in Queenie as well. “Truly top notch. I think you’ve ruined me for normal girls.”

      “And you’ve ruined me for all other men.” Her hand drifted between her legs, and she stroked herself. “I can still feel you.” She grinned at me. “Still want to feel you.”

      “I’m glad,” I said right before she kissed me again, and as we broke apart, I gave her a smile. “I know that once we leave this room, we’re going to have to stop the Hobgoblin King, but I’m really liking the idea of spending more time with you, um…” I paused. “What is your name, anyway? I don’t think you ever told me?”

      “I don’t have a name,” she said matter-of-factly.

      “You don’t have a name?” I raised an eyebrow at her. “How do you know…?” I trailed off as I tried to figure out what I wanted to say.

      “Slimes don’t really have names.” She shrugged. “Getting to be a named slime in my world is a big deal because you become much more powerful.”

      “Really?” I asked as I raised an eyebrow at her. “Is it the same for other creatures? I mean, I have a name.”

      “That doesn’t surprise me. Names in your world are common.” She smirked. “In ours, not so much…”

      “That’s interesting,” I said as I studied her carefully while making a mental note to ask Morlaon about his name and how he’d come by it. “Is it because the rules of my world are different?”

      “That is a very complicated question, Otherworlder.” She smiled at me. “Because the answer is ‘sort of.’”

      “Oh.” I stared at her for a moment. “What would happen if I gave you a name?”

      “You would do that?” she asked, and the glee in her voice made me flush with embarrassment. I mean, it still didn’t seem like that big of a deal to me, but if it made her happy…

      “Of course.” I looked her over. “So, you’re a slime, huh? What’s a good name for a slime? Like, should I name you after a powerful demon or ancient goddess? Or does it matter?”

      “It only matters that the person who grants the name thinks it is a good name.” She nodded at me. “Name me whatever you think of when you see me.”

      As I stared at her, I had a million names run through my head. Lilith, Sekhmet, Asuka Langley Soryu from Evangelion, Britney Spears, Princess Leia from Star Wars. And none of them seemed to fit quite as much as the name I saw in my head when I saw her.

      “I want to name you Jane.” I smiled at her. “Would that be okay?”

      “I think it is a great name, but why have you chosen it for me?” She looked at me, hopefully. “That is the most important thing.”

      “Well, here’s the thing…” I scratched behind my ear. “When I was little, I remember watching a movie called A Bronx Tale, and in it, there was a girl who was the prettiest, most amazing girl ever. Throughout the movie, the boy kept wondering what her name would be, that it had to be something crazy and exotic.”

      “And her name was Jane?” the slime girl piped up, clearly pleased.

      “Yes.” I nodded at her. “And since you’re the prettiest, most amazing slime girl ever… well…”

      “I understand. Your name pleases me.” She did a little shimmy of joy before holding her hand out to me. “I’m Jane, pleased to meet you.”

      “Nice to meet you, Jane,” I said as I shook her hand. “I’m Garrett.”

      I’ll be honest, I spent the next little bit enjoying her company before heading down to the breakfast hall, which reminded me of one of those Moroccan restaurants with the belly dancers, only the belly dancers were penguin girls. Don’t ask. It’s as weird as it sounds.

      Still, the food was quite good, and after filling my stomach with greasy, roasted meat while Jane ate what seriously looked like eighteen pounds of porridge, we headed out.

      Thankfully, it seemed like the rest of my party had made it in okay because as we exited the breakfast hall, I found Queenie and the musicians right outside the door, and from the look of things, they were trying to eat their way through what had to be their weight in taffy and assorted candies.

      “You need to try this, master,” Queenie tried to say around a mouthful of the chewy green stuff. “It’s sooo good.” She gave me a pleased twitch of her antennae before stuffing a brightly colored red gob into her mouth and smiling, which was also when I realized the candy had stained her teeth bright red, so she looked like a demoness.

      “Try the lemon ones,” Morlaon said as he reached into a huge sack and retrieved a pair of yellow candies wrapped in wax paper and offered them to Jane and me. “They’re my favorite.”

      “No!” Queenie squealed as she leaped to her feet and smacked them from Morlaon’s hand like he had been trying to offer us a live snake. “Do not! They are so sour they will make your cheeks suck in like this.” She sucked in her cheeks, causing her lips to bulge forward like a fish. “It’s terrible because it washes away the taste of all the lovely sweet things.” Her multifaceted eyes narrowed as she looked right at the goblin. “Why, I should flay you alive for even thinking to offer it to master.”

      “They’re my favorite.” The goblin sure had moxie because he met the ant queen’s eyes and didn’t back down until Jay looked to me to intervene.

      “I don’t mind sour things,” I said with a shrug, “but honestly, I’m more of a salted licorice fan.”

      “You like licorice?” Jane, Queenie, and Morlaon said in unison. “But it’s terrible.”

      Even Jay nodded in agreement, and somehow, that hurt worst of all.

      “Really?” I said as I looked at the silent goblin. “Why you gotta do me like that?”

      His look said very clearly that, “I don’t agree with you, but I’ll try to help you out.” Only, as I watched him toss a piece of licorice into his mouth and chew twice, his face filled with agony. He spat the offending candy onto the ground and then began wiping his tongue with his hands before glaring at me like this was my fault.

      “Whatever,” I said with a laugh as I reached into the bag and pulled out a piece of licorice and popped it into my mouth. “More for me.” I chewed the piece, and as the flavors floated over my tongue, I had thoughts stealing bits of fennel while my dad sauteed it with garlic in the kitchen.

      “He does seem to enjoy it,” Jane said, and it was then that Queenie truly seemed to notice the slime girl. The ant queen’s antennae twitched a couple times before she bounded across the space between them, and then, before anyone could even react, she leaned in and licked Jane’s cheek.

      “You taste like master,” she said as she leaned back on her heels, her eyes in concentration. “Why?” Then as if the word made her think of the answer, her eyes widened in shock. “Did you mate with him?”

      “Yes,” Jane said, rather unashamedly I might add.

      Only Queenie wasn’t paying any attention to the slime girl because she was quite clearly staring at me, and as she did so, I saw her clench and unclench her hands.

      “Master,” she said, forced calm in her voice. “Is this true?”

      “Uh, yeah, I--”

      “And was it satisfying?” Queenie asked as her eyes flicked to Jane. “Tell me the truth.”

      “It was,” I said as I rubbed the back of my neck.

      “Good.” Queenie let out a breath of relief. “If it hadn’t been, I’d have had to destroy her for giving you a bad experience.” She turned her attention to Jane. “Thank you for performing the sex act well with master. He is very special and deserves to be treated as such.”

      “He is, isn’t he?” Jane said, her cheeks flushing a bit as she looked over at me. “And trust me, I want nothing more than to give him more special attention.”

      Queenie said something, but I didn’t hear it because I was too busy looking at Jay, The look on his face very clearly said, “Can you teach me this power, oh wise and benevolent one?”

      Oddly, Morlaon had a similar look on his face.

      “Then it is settled,” Queenie said, and as I looked to her, I found her and Jane were now both staring at me. “Assuming it is okay with master?”

      “Assuming what is okay with me?” I asked, clearly having missed something important.

      “Queenie wants to give you a special reward once we defeat the Hobgoblin King, speaking of which…” Jane’s face hardened. “We have much to do to prepare.” She spread her hands wide, and as she did so, her arms kept stretching, her slime expanding to at least a couple of yards wide, then they looped together and merged to form the almost exact shape of the city’s walls. The message was clear. “There are not many warriors here, and given the state of our walls, it is unlikely we can hold them off in our current state.”

      “Well, I have a few ideas about that if you want to hear them,” I said, and when they nodded, I began to lay out my plans. When I was done, Jane looked at me dubiously.

      “I do not think we have the manpower for such an endeavor, Master Garrett,” she said in a way that made me think she wished it wasn’t so.

      “Oh, we can get it done, right, Queenie?” I looked over at the ant who gave me a nod.

      “I believe it is within the realm of possibility, master.” She met my eyes. “I believe you can do the things you say you can.” Her antennae twitched. “I will have the ants begin harvesting the wood you have asked for.”

      “Good,” I said as I clapped my hands together. “The Hobgoblin King arrives in three days, and we need to be ready.”
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      Master had given me a nearly impossible task, but I was sure I was up to it because if I were not, master would not have given it to me.

      Though it would take a while, I would get it done. And then master would be so proud of me he would give me a bunch of cake, and sugar, and then a cake covered in sugar.

      “Most honored ant queen, are you daydreaming?” one of the strange laborers who had the head and feet of a duck with a body like a beaver said as he came up to me. “Because you look like you’re drooling a bit.” He tapped the side of his beak. “Right there.”

      “Queens do not daydream, nor do we drool,” I said with a glare before holding out my hand. “And you know better than to speak to me without offering tribute.” I waggled my fingers. “Give.”

      “But it’s my last one,” he grumbled before pulling a grape-sized piece of raspberry candy out of his turban and handing it to me.

      I happily popped the candy into my mouth and sucked on it while looking at the strange creature clad in far too many colors to be really practical, even for the denizens of this town. Then I bit down on the candy a bit and ceased to care much about his dress as the raspberry flavor danced across my tongue. It was strange. Before I had come to this world, I had never even had candy, and now? I couldn’t get enough of the stuff. It was just another benefit to having a master as amazing as mine. I got lots of candy since he had made his new woman order the town’s folk to give me a never-ending supply.

      It was glorious.

      “So,” I said as I shoved the rest of the candy into my cheek with my tongue, “what do you need, Abdul?”

      “Great and powerful ant queen, I need some more workers to help with the trees.” He turned his weird body and pointed toward where he and the others of his kind were busy building some kind of dam, only there was no river to dam up. “We need many more sticks.”

      “Why are you building a dam?” I asked as I arched the ridge that would be an eyebrow if I were human. “That is quite literally the last thing we need.” I gestured at the field where my ants were busily digging holes. “You’re supposed to be making spears for the holes so that when the enemy rushes the field, they fall inside and get stabbed to death.” Then I made some noises to illustrate their agony.

      “We’re not making a dam,” he said, but from the way his cheeks colored, I didn’t believe him. “We’re, um… just storing them that way for processing.” He nodded. “Then we will gnaw down the ends to make them pointy for you.”

      “I’m going to allow this charade to go on for exactly one more hour, after which I expect the spears to be ready.” I waved him away. “You will have more trees.” Already I was commanding some of the soldiers to bring the trees we’d cut away from the edges of the town so that the enemy couldn’t easily scale them and fire arrows over our walls.

      “Thank you, oh wise and benevolent ant queen.” Abdul began to bow incessantly as he backed away.

      “Your thanks mean nothing to me, Abdul.” I glared hard at him. “I expect to be rewarded for this.” I shifted the candy in my mouth. “Richly.”

      “And so you shall be.” He swallowed nervously before tucking his strange beaver tail between his legs and shuffling off. I watched him go as I sucked on my candy, and when he reached his compatriots, he began gesticulating wildly. It seemed that his fellows were upset with whatever he said, so he just turned and pointed at me.

      I gave them the smile I reserved for disciplining unruly ants, and oddly enough, they all began to shiver at the sight of it. Not that I cared because they got back to work.

      Satisfied, I turned back toward the field and surveyed the work we had done to remake the battlefield. It had barely been half a day, but already my ants had dug out many pits with which to hide traps as well as greatly widened the trench that surrounded the town.

      Still, it was only half the width master had indicated, and there were only a third of the pits dug. It would be awhile yet until that was completed, but my workers did not tire. They would work until it was done, unlike those silly townsfolk with all their breaks. Why, if I’d had it my way, I’d have whipped them, but master had bid me not to, so I would not even though I was sure it would improve morale.

      I suppose the townsfolk meant well, but as I made my way over to where my Hobgoblins were busily knapping arrowheads from stone while others were attaching the heads and fletching to the arrows, I couldn’t help but notice that they had produced over twice as many arrows as the archers that Jane had assigned to me had done. Still, at least, they were marginally useful, I supposed… though not by much, really.

      Even as I watched them work, it was obvious the only way this town would be saved would be because of master and his plans because the vast majority of these people were not fighters or really anything but merchants. I had been told this was some kind of trade hub, and while I sort of understood the concept, it did not seem a worthwhile endeavor. After all, what was the point of amassing wealth when they were weak and could not defend their wares from attack?

      Then again, I suppose that had been why Jane had been so happy to have master’s help because without it, well, they would be doomed.

      I twitched my antennae, doing a quick survey of my workers. We had ants cutting down trees and digging holes while Hobgoblins did more intricate work. The golems were busy hauling around heavy materials to where the town’s crafters required them while the scouts searched for more raw material, mostly metal and certain kinds of stone.

      We had even managed to find the strange ingredients master had asked us to deliver to the town chemist. While the sulfur had taken a bit of doing to locate, it hadn’t taken long to find a cave filled with bats and collect their guano, though I wasn’t sure why master had wanted it. Still, I had done my best to gather the sulfur and bat guano and give it to the chemist who had done nothing but burn wood to make charcoal all day.

      Still, he had been delighted when we’d given him our findings and had set straight away to mixing the bat guano with various other components and then boiling it, which had caused a terrible smell that made me glad I’d had other tasks to occupy my time.

      It was a rush of activity, but I had been created to command thousands of warriors, so I managed…  though it was harder than I’d have liked. Perhaps it would be easier once I leveled up more, but there was no use in worrying about it now.

      I took a huge breath and then blew it out to calm myself, and as I did, I heard the goblins begin to play their music. I quickly turned toward the direction of the gates in time to see master walk out with the goblins hot on his heels. Only there weren’t just the two strange goblins now. There was a whole menagerie of musicians playing a whole host of instruments I could not begin to understand.

      Still, the sound of it was nice enough. I suppose that was the point because no sooner had they started playing then I felt master’s magic in the ground beneath my feet. It thrummed and pulsed and caused the earth to groan.

      Then, as master’s magic spread further and wider, the dirt my ants had stacked up in crude walls behind the moat began to solidify and grow. It compacted itself into hardened stone as it grew taller and taller and taller until it had to be at least a dozen meters in height. Jagged, sharpened points sprang from all over its surface, and I wondered if that were so the enemy wouldn’t be able to scale it with ropes. If they tried, the sharpened edges at the top would soon cause the ropes to fray and break.

      Even better, master had managed to make a wall almost twenty feet in length this time, which must have been why he’d brought the musicians out. When it had just been the two goblins, he had only managed five feet between rests.

      It made me wish I could help more, but all I could do was gather materials for him to use. He’d briefly explained that having the raw materials made it easier, so I did the best I could to move all the dirt we dug to the walls, but it was hard because there was so very much to do.

      “Queenie, I have brought you something,” Jane said from behind me, and when I turned toward her, she offered me a sugar plum which I greedily took and stuffed into my mouth. Only I did it with panache.

      I was a queen, after all.

      “Thank you, Jane,” I said with a nod before turning back to my work, only, before I could, I realized Jane was holding something out to me.

      “Garrett asked me to have this identified and present it to you,” she said as she offered me the Dagger of the Ant Queen I had used in the time before I had been bound to master. “He said it would be a fitting gift for you.”

      “A gift from master?” I said, and I could barely contain my happiness as I took it from her. The moment my hand wrapped around its silver hilt, I felt a surge of strength rush through me in a way I couldn’t quite explain, and better still, my control over all the ants seemed to increase.

      “This will be perfect,” I murmured and made a mental note to thank master for his generosity later. “I had forgotten about this weapon, actually.” I held it out so that the blade glittered in the sun, and instantly, I felt a lot better. Or I would have if Jane wasn’t staring at me with concern on her face. “Is there a problem, Jane?”

      “Queenie,” she said as she shuffled uncomfortably from foot to foot for a moment, which was most unlike the stoic warrior woman. “Is everything okay?”

      “Everything is going well.” I swept a hand out at the field. “We have completed nearly a third of the pits.” I scowled over at the beaver-like creatures. “Once they stop building those stupid dams and get to work on the spears, master will be able to cover them with a thin sheet of dirt and rock so that they will look indistinguishable from the ground.”

      “I will speak to Abdul.” Jane frowned. “That’s not what I meant, though.” She reached out like she would touch me and then stopped with her fingers inches from my shoulder. “Are you sure everything is okay?”

      “Why would it not be?” I asked, suddenly confused. “My only source of frustration is from the laziness of your workers…”

      “You cannot whip them,” Jane said seriously, and I sighed.

      “Master has already forbidden it.” I sighed again. “Perhaps he will be more amenable to it if you speak to him after your next mating?”

      “That…” Jane flushed. “That’s what I mean. You don’t mind that we’re, um…” She made an “O” with her fingers and then shoved another finger through it.

      “I do not understand.” I frowned. “You are doing what?” I waved a hand at her strange motions.

      “You do not mind that we are having sex?” The question seemed to embarrass her. “I mean, I know the two of you…” She looked like she was going to do her strange gesture again, but I waved it away.

      “I only care that you satisfy him fully as he rightly deserves.” I stared at her in confusion. “I would only be upset if you failed in your duties in that regard.”

      “So, you do not mind sharing him with me?” Strange. She seemed a touch shocked by the idea.

      “No. He is my master, and my only desire is to fulfill his every desire.” I met her eyes. “So, no. There is no problem.”

      “Okay, then.” She nodded at me. “I don’t have a problem either.”

      “Yes, you do.” I swept my hands at her people. “They are all so lazy.”
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      We'd barely finished the preparations when the Hobgoblin King's horn sounded across the land. As I looked up from my work beside the dozen Hobgoblin Archers I’d summoned to line the walls I’d erected, I couldn’t help but smile. Those walls had very nearly been the end of me, but I’d somehow managed it, even if I’d made all the town musicians play for like twenty hours a day for the last three days.

      To be fair, they were much better now, and when they’d complained about not knowing that many songs, I may have taught them a few of my favorites.

      Still, nothing could prepare me for the sight that approached us from the west because it wasn’t all hobgoblins. No, in addition to what had to be hundreds of well-armed hobgoblins, there were sixteen Forest Giants. While they, thankfully, weren’t armored, each one stood twenty feet tall and carried uprooted trees in their massive hands.

      There was also a whole host of dire wolves and dire bears too, most of which were being ridden by armor-clad Hobgoblin Knights with giant lances. From the look of things, those with dire bear mounts appeared to be significantly more powerful than their dire-wolf-riding counterparts because their names were orange as opposed to yellow which meant that they were all within a level or two of me, and since I was level twenty-eight, I was guessing that they were all between level thirty and thirty-two.

      What worried me wasn’t all of that. It was the massive golden throne that appeared behind the army. It was where the Hobgoblin King no doubt sat, though I couldn’t see him because he was shrouded from view by an orange curtain with a massive silver skull stitched into its center. In fact, the entire throne was covered from head to toe in bejeweled silver skulls, so it sort of reminded me of those weird sugar skulls I’d seen girls collect.

      The throne was so massive that despite being on wheels, the entire thing was being towed by a team of four black-as-night giant scorpions that were each being ridden by golden-armored, skull-covered Elite Hobgoblin Knights. I swallowed a bit at that because each knight’s name was red. They were all significantly higher level than me. As my gaze flicked from them to the scorpions, I found that their names, Elite Giant Night Scorpion, were also a dreadful shade of scarlet. That wasn’t good because it meant that whoever sat upon that throne was no doubt even higher level than them.

      Assuming, of course, I’d even get to fight them because as more and more armed Hobgoblins poured out onto the battlefield, I realized that Jane had been correct. This town had stood no chance of stopping the Hobgoblin King’s assault. In fact, even with me here, it was likely we’d get steamrolled, even with the few handfuls of troops the local duke had supplied earlier today.

      Still, I was glad for them as it would make defending the place a fair bit easier.

      “What do you wish to do, master?” Queenie said as she chewed thoughtfully on a piece of lime green taffy. She stood to my left, and when I turned to look at her, I saw her right hand clenched around the Dagger of the Ant Queen while her left hand held a large sack over one shoulder.

      “We need to draw them into the main field between the treeline and the walls,” I said. Already, I could see them stopped on the edge of the battlefield, no doubt because they hadn’t expected to see the massive stone walls, but I hoped that the army would attack us soon.

      “Perhaps we should just start firing at them?” Jane asked from my right, and I saw that the slime girl had used her body to create a sort of telescope with the slime around her left eye. “I have no doubt many of the duke’s archers can make shots from here.

      “No.” I shook my head. “That will just make them either bunker down where they are or move back, and we need them to come into our killing field.” I was about to say more when what sounded like a trumpet blast erupted from the Hobgoblin King’s army.

      I turned toward the sound to find a lone Hobgoblin with a wolf skull on his head and dressed in brightly dyed furs marching toward the gate. In one hand he held a horn that looked like it had come from a ridiculously large animal, and in the other, he held a rolled piece of parchment.

      “The Herald,” Jane said, clearly catching my look of confusion. “The Hobgoblin King must want to parlay.”

      “No doubt he wishes us to surrender,” I said, and at my words, Queenie nodded. “He probably wants to keep the wealth for himself and keep as much of the infrastructure intact while ensuring the minimal loss to his men.”

      “Either way, as the Adventurers’ Guild representative, I should go meet the Herald,” Jane said, and as she spoke, her face turned into a stony mask of calm serenity that might have made me shiver if I’d not known her better.

      “I think we should all go,” I said, and without waiting for a response, I turned to make my way down the walls. Queenie followed quickly after me with her large sack slung over one shoulder. I’m sure Jane said something about it, but I was already halfway down the wall by the time she caught up to us.

      “You do not have to go,” she said, her eyes full of worry. “It could be a trap meant to kill us.”

      “It isn’t,” I said, and I wasn’t sure why I was so certain the Herald wouldn’t attack us outright, and even if he did, his name was white, so I was sure I could kill him with ease.

      “They may have snipers in the forest we cannot see who will shoot you dead,” Jane insisted. “They cannot hurt me because I am made of slime. You, on the other hand--”

      “Master is strong and wise,” Queenie growled. “If he says he wishes to go, it will be so.” She glared at Jane. “Now act your rank and do as master says so he can save your town.”

      Jane wisely just nodded to the Ant Queen as we hit the bottom of the walls where I found Morlaon, Jay, and all the town’s musicians, jugglers, and other assorted performers standing in the small square where I’d asked them to assemble.

      “Morlaon, can you and your associates lay out a beat as we talk with the Herald?” I asked, and though the goblin bard swallowed hard with fear, he gave me a nod.

      “We will play until we can no longer gasp even a single breath,” he said and then smacked a fist to his chest. “For we are bards, and we must play until the end.”

      Jay gave me a quick thumbs up before unslinging his ukelele and strumming a tune that sent a wave of magic into the air. The others soon followed, and as I heard their sound rise up into the air, I couldn’t help but feel empowered by it both magically and on another more nuanced level, for the song they played was one of hope and courage, but most of all, it was a song of defiance.

      Satisfied, I made my way to the giant stone gates I’d hewn from the very rock that my golems had torn from the earth. With a gesture and a bit of musical magic, I used my power to open them enough for my procession to step out.

      The Herald was even uglier up close because his face and neck were covered with grotesque scars that looked like they’d been done on purpose. They created detailed scenes that should not have been etched into one’s skin.

      “It’s a bold move to tattoo a man getting his head lopped off on your cheek,” I said as I nodded to the man. “Is it supposed to scare me because if it is, well, it’s not paying off, sorry to say.”

      The hobgoblin’s beady, orange eyes narrowed into slits before he smacked his horn onto the dirt. “You will not be so bold once the King of Kings has ripped your tongue from your skull and used it to lick his ass.” The Herald gave me a grin that revealed his gold-capped teeth. “Which is precisely what will happen if you do not throw open your doors and surrender everything down to the last stick of straw in your pathetic little settlement to him. Then, if your town’s tribute suits him, you will be given the glorious option of serving him for as long as you can draw breath.”

      He smiled evilly. “And if you should refuse, we will raze your village to the ground so that not even a single stone of it will remain.” His leering gaze fell on Queenie then. “Your women will be raped, and your men slaughtered. As for your children, you may ask?” He licked his lips. “We will roast them over a spit and have ourselves a feast.” He rubbed his belly. “For raiding works up a powerful hunger… for flesh.”

      “Does that speech actually work?” I asked with a quirked eyebrow. “I mean, you’re really trying to sell it, but, I mean, how can I possibly agree to just let you have everything?” I shook my head as I took a step toward him. “Successful bargains usually have both sides getting what they want, and yours is particularly one-sided.”

      “You have nothing with which to bargain because we are strong and will take what is ours.” The Herald spread his hands wide. “This all belongs to us, even if you do not realize it yet, because we are strong and you are weak beyond words.”

      “Is that so?” I asked and then snapped my fingers.

      Queenie struck out in a flash, driving her dagger to the hilt in the Herald’s belly before tearing it violently sideways and spilling his entrails across his feet like so much bloody jump rope. Then as he fell to his knees, eyes wide in shock, he tried to speak, but all that happened was blood burbled up his lips.

      “It probably goes without saying,” I said as I gently tucked his insides back inside him before taking his bloody, spasming hands and using them to cover his wound. “But we refuse.” Then I whipped out my dick and pissed on him. When I was fully relieved, I glanced at Queenie. “We will wait for a better offer.” With that, Queenie opened the sack she’d been carried and dumped the desecrated heads of all the Hobgoblins we had killed during the siege onto the still-dying Herald.

      With that, I picked up the horn that the Herald had dropped and snapped it over my knee. Admittedly, I had to infuse a touch more Aura into the action to get the job done in one blow then I’d expected, but everything I’d done had the desired effect.

      As we turned on our heel, The Herald finally found his voice. Only, it wasn’t his voice. No, it was deeper and throatier.

      “You have sealed your deaths.” I turned back toward the Herald and found that his eyes were now black as pitch, and what’s more, his face had gone totally slack.

      “So, are you the King or another lackey?” I raised an eyebrow. “Because I have no time for lackeys.”

      “Oh, it is me, adventurer, and do not worry, your boldness has guaranteed a violent and long-lasting death for everyone here--”

      He probably would have said more, but I took the opportunity to grab hold of the musical magic coming from just beyond the town’s gates and turn it into my own. With a snap of my fingers, I turned the Herald into a solid block of ice and then shattered it into a million scintillating shards.
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      “Well, if your plan were to piss them off, I’d say it worked splendidly,” Jane said as we arrived back inside the gates and made our way back to the top of the wall. “Because the Hobgoblin King seemed really angry.”

      “His anger will amount to less than nothing,” Queenie said with a shrug. “Because he is facing master, and master cannot be broken or beaten, even with an army a hundred times this size.”

      “That’s not true,” I said as I watched the army out across the field prepare for war and tried to figure out how they would attack. “The first part, I mean. His anger will be his undoing.” I smiled as the Giants began to march forward, no doubt to kick down my walls. Once that was done, the rest of the army would flow through to rape and pillage as they saw fit.

      “So, what do we do about them?” Jane asked as each lumbering step shook the ground. “Hole ‘em?”

      “No.” I shook my head. “That is our big play, so we need to save it for the majority of the army.” I glanced at Queenie. “How many Giants can you take at once, do you think?” There were sixteen in total, but most of their names were light yellow which meant they were at most a level higher than me. That said, they were just normal monsters, so it would just be a matter of ensuring our blows delivered critical hits to take them down.

      “Given enough time I could take them all,” she said as she studied the enemies. “How much time do I have?”

      “Not much,” I admitted. “We cannot let them reach the gates, so maybe a minute and a half?”

      “I suspect I can take out six then.” She nodded and clutched her dagger. “I regret I cannot do more than that.”

      “It’s perfect.” I glanced at Jane. “How many can you take?”

      “By myself?” she asked, eyes a bit wide in shock. “I dunno. Giants are big, so it is hard to kill them with a sword.” She held up her Overseer’s Blade. “Maybe one or two.”

      “Let’s go with one.” I turned to the two Hobgoblin Archers beside me. “That means the two of you need to get four to five each.” I smacked them on the back. “I believe in you.”

      They both nodded but didn’t say anything because they weren’t high level enough to speak.

      “Their arrows will never pierce the Giant’s flesh, but if you think you can do it, I’ll trust your judgment.” Jane looked like she wanted to argue more, but instead, she merely nodded and leaped off the walls. She hit the ground with a wet splat as her legs squished unnaturally to absorb the force of the fall, and then she was off, surging toward the closest Giant.

      I watched her for a moment before turning to Queenie. “Can you work on the ones to the back?”

      “It will be done,” she said as her giant dragonfly-like wings began to flap. A second later, she was hovering above the wall and then she took off toward the far giant, her dagger glinting in one hand. She hit it full in the face before Jane had even reached her giant, and the force of the impact as she drove the dagger into its eye was enough to fling the beast onto its back.

      It howled in rage as it clutched at its ruined eye, injured, but not dead. Queenie probably could have finished it off, but instead, she merely retracted her gore-covered arm, and with a flap of her wings, turned in midair and launched herself at the Giant to her left. She held her dagger out in front of her, and as she slammed into its ear canal, point first, her arm drove into it up to her shoulder. The creature cried out in agony, and as it began to slump sideways, she planted her feet on its collarbone and then thrust upward with her legs as she tore the dagger out.

      Needless to say, the giant was already dead as it started to fall, and then she was off again.

      Still, I didn’t have time to watch her. Instead, I commanded my two Hobgoblin Archers to ready their arrows, and as they drew back on the bows the town’s crafters had made for them, which were quite a bit better than the ones we’d had before, I reached out and put a hand on each of their shoulders. Then I grabbed ahold of the musical energy still coursing from the musicians down below and infused it into their arrows.

      As a green glow began to fill the projectiles, that glow grew and grew until it was almost like staring into an emerald sun, and then, when I could no longer take the strain of acting as a conduit any longer, I gave the word.

      “Loose!”

      My Hobgoblin Archers launched their arrows simultaneously, and as they rocketed across the battlefield like miniature comets, Jane reached her target.

      The slime girl transformed her legs into modified springs as she launched herself upward and collided with the giant’s face, and then, instead of slashing at it, proceeded to just cover its head like a giant blue balloon and suffocate it. The creature reached up, trying to claw at the slime girl, but even as his fingers carved furrows in her that instantly reformed, I saw his head beginning to smolder and dissolve.

      I turned my focus from the dying giant in time to see the Hobgoblins’ arrows collide with the two giants to either side of the creature like fucking cannonballs that blew apart their skulls like watermelons at a Gallagher show.

      Beside me, the two archers had already nocked new arrows, and as they targeted two more giants, I reached out to infuse them with Aura once more. It was harder than the first time since I was tired now, and certainly more painful, but I bit my teeth and pulled in the musical magic coming from the musicians below.

      As their arrows began to glow with concentrated Aura, Jane sprang off her now dead Giant and hit the next one square in the chest. Then she began to climb up its body while leaving a burning snail trail in her wake that caused the giant to bat uselessly at her body. Only as it did, it splattered more and more of her slime across its hands and chest, which also began to smoke.

      My Hobgoblins loosed again, and as two more Giants fell, Queenie crashed into the back of another giant’s neck while spinning like a drill. Her dagger cut into its flesh in a spray of blood and bone right before she burst through it.

      She hovered there with gore cascading off of her body and splattering across the ground far below her, looking to all the world like an avenging goddess before setting her eyes on another giant, and as she did, my Hobgoblin Archers were already lining up their sights on new targets. I quickly infused them with Aura once more, and when two more giants went down, I realized there were only three more left.

      While Queenie and Jane were more than enough to take two of them down before they reached the gates, I wasn’t sure they could get all three, and it was too risky to fire empowered arrows from this distance. So, I did the next best thing. I jumped down from the wall and raced out into the battlefield until I was within range of a felled giant. Then I raised my hand and used Auric Extraction.

      Pattern: Forest Giant has been learned. Would you like to create a Forest Giant?

      A moment later, Atlas was born, and he wasted no time in picking up the tree beside the giant’s corpse and hurling it at the last remaining giant. As the tree struck the creature in the side and sent him staggering, Atlas charged forth across the battlefield and slammed his forearm into the enemy giant with a vicious lariat that knocked the creature to the ground.

      As the Forest Giant’s head smacked into the dirt with a sickening thud, Atlas raised a boot and then proceeded to stomp a mudhole in the other giant’s face. A moment later, there was nothing remaining of the giant’s skull but a wet smear on the ground.

      That was when the battlefield went strangely silent, and it was during that silence that I commanded Atlas to pick me up, and the giant quickly knelt to do my bidding.

      I quickly stepped onto his palm, and as the giant raised me high into the air, I turned my attention to the figure sitting behind the curtain and yelled at the top of my lungs, “Is that the best you’ve got or is this really all you have?”

      No sooner had I spoken when a horn blast erupted from the Hobgoblin’s camp and an ungodly horde of the creatures came rushing toward us. I had half a second to regard them carefully before commanding my giant to put me back on the walls. He’d barely deposited me beside my archers when Queenie flew back toward me with Jane, wrapped in her protective cloak, in her arms, and chasing her was what had to be the entirety of the Hobgoblin King’s army.

      “You must have really pissed him off,” Jane said as she dropped onto the platform beside me. “Let’s hope your plan works.”

      “It will work, just let me know when they are just about banging on the gates,” I said as I raced down the wall and headed toward the musicians.

      “I will,” Jane said as Queenie took up a position high in the air so she could give me a separate perspective.

      Admittedly, part of me wanted to send the Atlas in, if only to fuck with the Hobgoblin King, but at the moment, I was inclined to wait. After all, I might need him later.

      Instead, I raced over toward where Morlaon and the others were still playing, and as I reached them, I paused momentarily to gulp down a breath. When my heart stopped trying to beat its way through my ribs from exertion, I smiled at them all.

      “Here’s the moment we’ve been practicing for,” I said, and when I met Jay’s eye, he nodded and hit a gnarly riff on his ukelele.

      “For the Destroyer King!” Morlaon cried and then launched into the ode he’d sang when I’d first met him. Only this time, all the other gathered musicians joined in. As their music swelled through the air and reverberated through the ground, I turned my attention to the other performers.

      “And the rest of you,” I said as I swept my eyes over the fire-eaters, jugglers, and mimes, “perform your hearts out!”

      All at once, the square turned into a flurry of sound and activity as actors acted out monologues, jugglers threw batons in the air, fire eaters ate fire, and mimes, well, mimed. With each successive movement, each well-rehearsed line and swallow of flame, I felt the magic around us rising into a raging crescendo.

      A crescendo that I gathered up inside me. It was like trying to drink from a fire hose, and as I pulled on all the power in the air and felt it fill me to the brim like a balloon about to burst, I slammed my open palms on the ground and channeled the energy into it.

      That’s when I started to smell burning flesh, and I realized the energy was starting to consume me, to eat away at my body like it was so much dry paper, but I didn’t care. I forced the energy out through the earth until I couldn’t see, couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe. Still more came rushing through me, so that by the time I heard Jane and Queenie cry out in unison, I almost didn’t have the strength to pull through.

      Almost.

      As a grimace spread across my face and the world turned black and spotty around the edges, I unleashed all the power I’d summoned in one titanic wave that shook the whole of the earth.

      In an instant, the thin layer of stone I’d magically spread over the massive hole we’d dug out of the battlefield opened.

      I felt it more than saw as the Hobgoblin King’s army, now firmly in the kill zone, suddenly found no ground beneath their feet. They tumbled down onto the many thousands of spears that filled the vast trench, and as they did, their shouts of pain and surprise filled the air, louder even than all the music and performers.

      That’s when phase two started, and I watched as our archers shot flaming arrows into the trench, igniting the lamp oil we had poured into it. An instant later, flames rose up from within the trench, nearly white hot as the oil caught and burned all that stood in its way, which, of course, was an entire army’s worth of Hobgoblins.
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      “Not so strong without your army, eh?” I called as I made my way through the gates and stood at the edge of the trench. Inside, the Hobgoblin King’s army still thrashed and burned, and as I watched the flames burn through them, I couldn’t help but feel pretty damn good about my plan.

      Across the field of dead and dying Hobgoblins, I found myself staring at what remained of the army that had once stood against us, and realized that all that remained were the Elite Goblin Knights, their Scorpions, and what was waiting on the throne on the far side of the trench.

      “I am quite strong,” the voice from within the curtained throne spoke, and it was like ice and fury. It chilled me to my core and made gooseflesh sprout on my arms. Instantly, the music that had been playing behind me died out, and as the sound faded and the battlefield descended into a silence only punctuated by the crackle of dying flames, a cold wind howled through the valley.

      It was the sort of wind that ripped through the night and threatened to take you all the way down to hell with it. The kind that ushered in frigid nights of freezing death and left famine in its wake.

      And yet, it felt familiar in a way I couldn’t explain.

      “I know you are not afraid, master,” Queenie said as she moved beside me and took my hand, “but I am. Though I know that you will win, I am scared.” She squeezed my hand. “And that will make our victory all the sweeter.”

      “Who wanted to live forever, anyway?” Jane said as she moved to my other side and took my hand.

      Then we watched as the curtain was pulled aside and what stepped out had to have been hewn from my deepest, darkest nightmares.

      The Hobgoblin’s yellowed skin was covered in glistening, oozing pustules, and his eyes were nothing but red coals. Shadowy darkness seemed to cling to him as he stepped onto the earth, and as he did, the very grass beneath his feet seemed to die. His armor was unlike anything I’d ever seen before, either in game or out, and appeared to be woven together of icy metal. The chest plate itself was modeled after a leering, fanged skull, and his pauldrons were still two more skulls that spewed blue fire into the air. His knees and elbows were covered in still more spewing, silver skulls that sat emblazoned upon a black, icy metal that caused frosty mist to swirl around him.

      But worst of all?

      Worst of all was the crown of jawbones he wore about his head so that when he moved, it was like all of Hell was laughing at you for your impertinence.

      And all of that said nothing of his size. He was huge, massively so. His muscles bulged almost obscenely, and with each and every movement, it was as though the world itself struggled to contain him.

      That’s when he drew a pair of swords from the sheathes on his back, and I realized that he was holding what looked to be a six-foot claymore in each hand. While both of them were similar, possessing a skull for a handguard and had large sapphires set into the pommel, it was the blades themselves that truly made me wish I didn’t have to fight him. Both were black as night and seemed to absorb not just the light that fell upon them, but all of life, death, and everything. And when he clanged them together, lightning zipped up the left blade while blue flame roared up the right one.

      “So, maybe you neglected to say just how badass he was,” I said as I swallowed hard. Even though we were several hundred feet apart, I could feel the Hobgoblin King’s presence like a massive wet blanket had been thrown over me on a hot summer’s day.

      “I’ve never actually seen him before,” Jane whispered from beside me, “but even if I had, I don’t think I could have done him justice.”

      “No, I suppose not,” I agreed.

      “You are lucky this day,” the King said, his words like thunder crackling through the heavens. “For you will not have to face my wrath just yet.” His lips curled into a cruel smile that revealed his horrific fangs. “Because my minions have not yet fallen.”

      Then, with a wave of his hand, a terrible scream ripped out from the bowls of the trench, and it was then that I saw the dead, burning hobgoblins begin to rise.

      “Necromancer.” The word was but a whisper on the wind as I saw them begin to claw their way out of the pit. Giant, hobgoblin, dire bear, all were rising, and once they were out, we would be screwed. Worse, even if I somehow had the energy to seal the pit, I knew they would claw their way through anything I could conjure.

      “We have to take him out before they rise,” I said as my eyes fell upon the Hobgoblin King. He stood there between his Elite Guards and waited like he had all the time in the world.

      The thing was, he didn’t.

      “Queenie,” I said without bothering to look at her. “Do it.”

      “Yes, master,” she said and twitched her antennae.

      “I thought you were supposed to be tough,” I called and took a step forward, and as I did, the Hobgoblin King just threw his head back and laughed.

      “You’re confident. I like that,” he said as his lips twisted into a cruel smile. “It will make it more satisfying when you beg to die. Only I will not let you die. Not truly.” He nodded toward the pit where the dead were starting to pull themselves free. “Yours will be a life of perpetual servitude.”

      “Hard pass,” I said as my Giant Ants burst from the ground just behind the Hobgoblin King and ran at the bastard and his guards.

      The Hobgoblin King didn’t even bother to turn. He merely gestured for his guards to act and act they did. They spun on their scorpion mounts and rushed toward my ants. They met Todd and Kurt head on, and I cringed as they were hit so hard that they’d have just died if they didn’t have my Aura to draw upon. Even still, I knew they couldn’t take too much more of that.

      Fortunately, they didn’t have to.

      “You expect this to do me in?” the Hobgoblin King asked as One barreled past one of the Elite Hobgoblins and sprang at the King. “Pitiful.”

      It should have ended right there with the Elites and their king slaughtering my dozen or so ants, but there were two key words there.

      Should have.

      Because as One leaped for the King, and the giant Hobgoblin whirled to lash out at the ant with his swords at lightning speed, the explosive attached to the Giant Sentry Ant exploded with all the force of twenty sticks of dynamite. Now, that may not have seemed like a lot, but about eight twenty-ounce sticks of dynamite produce almost as much kinetic energy as a forty-ton truck moving sixty miles per hour.

      And One wasn’t the only one who detonated with that force. All twelve ants exploded with at least that much black powder explosive strapped to them, and all were in close proximity to the guards and their king.

      Needless to say, those that weren’t killed outright by the resulting explosion were flung backward like toothpicks in a hurricane. Still more died as they crashed into the pit full of spears and were impaled in a way that was both horrific and satisfying.

      Unfortunately, the undead were still coming, and that meant the King hadn’t died. It didn’t take me long to find him. The spears he had landed upon had snapped like kindling on his armor, and as he pulled himself to his feet, I wasted no time.

      I reached out my hand and used Auric Extraction once more.

      Pattern: Elite Hobgoblin Knight has been learned. Would you like to create an Elite Hobgoblin Knight?

      A second later, I’d brought three of them to life and sent them at the Hobgoblin King. There was just one problem. The King was so strong, and my Aura was so low from the summoning that they had been sent right back to Auric Limbo three sword swings later.

      And the King looked no worse for wear.

      “So, maybe he’s a bit tough,” I said through gritted teeth as I used Auric Extraction to refill my Aura once more, and though I gained more patterns from doing so, I realized my summons weren’t going to be strong enough to take the bastard down.

      “Would you like me to face him, master?” Queenie asked from beside me, and while I admired her moxie, I shook my head.

      “No,” I said as the Hobgoblin King strode through the burning trench, and though flame still seethed within, none seemed to touch him. “It will just be a waste of Aura.” I glanced at the undead.  “Summon what you need and help Jane deal with them.”

      “As you wish, master,” Queenie said, and a moment later, I saw more Elite Hobgoblin Knights rise around us and engage the undead.

      “I’ll dissolve those I can,” Jane said as she sprang into action alongside Queenie, but I wasn’t paying attention to that.

      Instead, I was focused on the King as he came ever closer. He was a god of death, and he was angry and vengeful. He would have this town and all the others if I didn’t stop him.

      “Come,” he said, and his words were like ice water being poured down my back. “Face me as a man.”

      “He isn’t just a man,” Morlaon said from beside me. I realized I’d been so focused on the Hobgoblin King that I hadn’t seen him come outside nor had I noticed that he and Jay had brought along all the musicians, actors, and other assorted performers.

      “No!” Morlaon struck his drum. “He’s the Destroyer King!” And with that, he broke into song. I felt the power in the air swell and grow, and slowly, the others soon joined him. As they lent their particular talents to the music, magic started to flow through the surrounding air.

      That’s when I felt a hand on my shoulder, and as I turned toward it, I saw Jay standing there. He had a fierce grin on his face and then, for the first time ever, he spoke.

      “Give ‘em Hell!”

      With that, he strummed his ukelele and sent one last desperate cry of power into the air.

      And as he did, I grabbed hold of that magic. I let it flow into me, let it fill me up, and grow until I couldn’t see clearly, until I thought I would die, and I pushed beyond that. The sounds of the battle became distant as I pulled in every ounce I could. Then I gathered even more magic.

      The Hobgoblin King was almost to me now, and as I met my eyes, I could see the victory in his eyes. He had already won this battle. And the next. He had already taken this land and turned it into a floating ball of death.

      And somehow, that sight gave me the will to pull in yet more magic. My veins burned like fire, and I could taste blood in my mouth, but I didn’t care.

      I would end this here and now.

      “Come,” the Hobgoblin King cried as I launched myself into the pit and sprinted toward him.

      The big Hobgoblin steadied himself as a cruel smile settled across his face. And then, the moment I came within reach of his blades, he swung his two swords at me in a scissor-like cut aimed at taking my head off my shoulders.

      Only, even for all his strength and speed, I had years upon years of fighting people both bigger and stronger than me. I’d beaten them all because of one thing: I had trained more than all of them. So, as I moved, I let my honed reflexes take over. I dropped into a slide on my knees as I arched myself backward just in time. The King’s blades passed by my face, missing me by millimeters, and as they did, I planted one hand and lashed out with my foot.

      The blow caught him in the knee. Though it felt like I’d kicked a statue, the move still had the desired effect because the Hobgoblin King, already off-balance from his attack, tottered forward just a hair as I came up.

      I shifted my hips, drawing power from my feet and forcing it through my entire body as my Aura-Infused fist smashed into the Hobgoblin King’s chin in one enormous Auric Smash that released every last ounce of magic and Aura I had in me.

      “Tiger Uppercut!” I cried as all the magic I’d gathered exploded out of me with enough force to not only shatter his jaw but turn his skull into paste.

      You have killed a Boss and completed the Pathway Quest. The return gate has now been opened. You may leave at any time.

      I was still staring at the words when the Hobgoblin King’s swords slipped from his hands and clattered to the ground beside his lifeless body. Then as his body slumped to his knees and the undead around us collapsed back into unmoving corpses, I reached out with one hand and used Auric Extraction.

      Pattern: Hobgoblin King has been learned. Would you like to create a Hobgoblin King? Please note, this is a special monster, and only one can be summoned at any given time. If you would like to summon more, you must defeat more.

      “Arise,” I said as I summoned the Hobgoblin King forth. This time, there was no foul wind as he rose to his feet out of the ether. Instead, he looked at me for one long, hard second before meeting my eyes.

      “It seems that I have been defeated,” he said, his words careful and measured. He looked at the carnage that had been wrought on his army before settling his gaze upon me once more. Then he bowed his head. “It would be an honor to serve one such as you.” His hands clenched and unclenched. “For you are the stronger of us.”

      “Well, I’ll be happy to have you on the Garrett train,” I said and extended my hand to him. “Welcome aboard.”

      “Thank you.” He clasped my hand and shook it. “Know that I will serve you to my utmost.”

      “That, I believe,” I said as I looked around and found Morlaon looking at me from high above at the lip of the trench.

      “You did it,” he called, and then before I could reply, added, “This means you have to try for the sword.”

      “I suppose it does,” I said with a nod. “I suppose it does.”
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      “To Garrett Andrews! Savior! Hero! Man of the Hour!” Morlaon cried as he raised a mug of ale into the air with so much fervor, I was surprised the froth on top didn’t slough onto the table, especially since it was his sixth mug.

      “Thanks,” I said, a bit embarrassed by all the attention as we sat in the great dining hall of the inn. “But we all worked together to win. It wasn’t just me.” I raised my own ale. “To all of us!”

      “And to master!” Queenie cried around a mouthful of cake.

      “Yes!” Jane added. “To Garrett!”

      I sighed, and as I did, Jay shot me a “Just go with it” look which I returned with a nod. He was right, after all. If I’d learned anything by being the Terra Forma Champion, it was to let people enjoy what they wanted, even if that meant I had to be the object of their praise.

      We all toasted and then I took a huge swallow of my ale. It was sour in just the way I liked with a hint of pomegranate and blueberry. As I savored the flavor, I couldn’t help but think of when I used to stuff gobs of Warheads into my mouth and suck off all the sourness.

      “Master, have some cake. It’s great!” the ant queen exclaimed as she slid a piece of chocolate cake toward me. Her cheeks were covered in frosting and chocolate and bulged like a chipmunk’s as she continued trying to chew the entire slice of cake she’d shoved into her gullet. “The sprinkles on top are my favorite.” She grinned, revealing multicolored sprinkles stuck to her teeth, which she licked away quickly before doing a little shimmy of delight. “And after that, you have to try the pie, oh and they have this thing called iced cream. It is very cold because it has ice in it, but it is also very yummy and creamy.” She patted her stomach lovingly. “I’m glad it goes in a second stomach that is specifically for sweets. Otherwise, I’m afraid I’d burst from all the treats.”

      “I’m not sure that’s an actual thing,” Jane said as she patted Queenie lightly with one gloved hand. “The second stomach just for treats, I mean.”

      “Well, it should be,” Queenie pouted as she looked over at the slime girl longingly. “Your entire body is a giant stomach.” Her eyes got wide with excitement. “Could you even imagine how amazing that would be? You could eat and eat and eat…”

      As Jane laughed at the sudden attention, I found myself drifting off into my own thoughts. I’d managed to level up quite a bit and gain some powerful summons in the form of the Hobgoblin King and his elite guards. Plus, we had scored quite a bit of loot in the process.

      Better still, I was intrigued about the Destroyer King’s sword. There hadn’t been much information about it in the town, and I had soon realized that more people regarded the blade as a legend rather than an actual sacred object that could be found.

      Not that it mattered because I’d promised Morlaon that I would try to acquire it, and I was nothing if not a man of my word.

      Besides, if it were real, it might be a powerful artifact that would aid me in defeating Zaxcs and saving the universe. Hell, for all I knew it might be one of the ancient objects spoken of in the Terra Forma lore, and though I nor anyone else had even found one, I couldn’t help but wonder what it might have been like to use some of them.

      Still, it was best not to get my hopes up. After all, the sword might not be there at all, and even if it was, it might need to be restored to power like the mana sword in Secret of Mana, though, admittedly, I’d always had a soft spot for the Dragon Buster because, well, dryad magic was awesome.

      “Whatcha thinkin’ about?” Jane said, drawing me out of my thoughts as she bumped me with her shoulder. “Is it your surprise?”

      “My surprise?” I asked, a bit confused until I remembered the two of them had been scheming about something in hushed whispers ever since they had met. “You mean…?”

      “Yes.” Jane gave me a nod before turning to gesture at the far end of the hall, and that’s when I saw Queenie carrying a tray filled with something so ridiculous, I almost couldn’t believe it.

      “Queenie, what is that?” I asked, mouth agape as she came over to me and set the tray in front of me with a heavy thud.

      “A little goddess told me you once considered something like this.” Queenie gave me a knowing smile as she glanced conspiratorially at Jane. “And we have both come to realize you don’t much like sweets so…”

      “So, we wanted to get you something you would like,” Jane continued with a grin. “And since you’d mentioned your patron goddess was Rhapsody,” I shot a look at Jay who was oddly not looking at me while pretending to whistle, “Queenie and I prayed to her for guidance on what to feed you.”

      “She bestowed an image upon me that was unlike anything we had seen before. Instantly, I knew it would be a fitting meal for master.” Queenie grinned and then placed a candle on top of the monstrosity before me before lighting it.

      Then they began to sing, and I didn’t quite catch the words because I was too busy staring at a burger so massive it rivaled the tray on which it sat, and as I did, I recalled the words I had heard in a bar forever ago...

      “It has three kinds of cheese, two half-pound patties, pulled pork, deep pit beef, and a slab of tri-tip all topped with a fried egg.”

      And that description didn’t quite do it justice because that burger looked like the most delicious thing I’d ever seen before. As I leaned in and blew out the candle on top, which caused the room to break out in cheers, I couldn’t help but smile. Then I picked up the massive burger in my hands and took the largest bite I could. Meat juices spilled down my face as the egg burst in my teeth, and delicious, runny yolk spilled into my mouth.

      “Did you enjoy it?” Jane asked when I’d finished it a few moments later and was still basking in the afterglow of a delicious meal.

      “Yeah,” I said as she shuffled closer to me. “It was perfect. In fact, I can’t think of anything better.”

      “Well, for now anyway,” Jane replied, her voice heavy with need as she spoke in my ear. “Because now that you’ve eaten, we have an entirely different gift for you.”

      As I looked at her in confusion, Queenie leaned into me so close her massive breasts pressed into my back. “Yes, master,” she purred. “We have developed quite a few tricks to better please you, and we’re sure you’ll find them delightful.”

      With that, they drew me from the table and toward one of the back rooms, and I found myself lost in a whirlwind of pleasure as I tried my best to keep Jane from dissolving both Queenie and me while still making sure they both enjoyed themselves.

      To be honest, by the time we were done, I was a bit surprised that we had all survived it since I’d never had to rely on my Aura manipulation powers for so long at a time, but now? After we were done, and I was staring down at their naked, sleeping bodies?

      I couldn’t help but think I was the luckiest man on earth.
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      “Well said, Jay,” I replied as we entered the ruins of Nylian. Though perhaps ruins was a bit strong of a word because it was mostly the remains of sunbaked huts in the midst of a massive desert. “We did wind up with quite a lot of loot thanks to the siege.” I smirked. “Though I would have liked it if Jane could have come with us.”

      “I as well would have liked that, master,” Queenie said with a frown. “We could have had such fun together.”

      “I’m sure we would have,” I said as I ran a hand through my sweaty hair. “But we will see her again soon.”

      We had come here after completing repairs to the town and looting all the corpses. While I’d been ready to put my new level thirty skills to the test as well as those of Gobta, the Hobgoblin formerly known as King, we hadn’t run into any trouble during our trek into the desert.

      “I still don’t understand why we couldn’t have stayed and reveled in our victory a bit longer,” Morlaon grumbled. “You may be drowning in girls, but for guys like me, the chance to experience the attentions of a hot woman is few and far between.”

      “I thought chicks love musicians?” I said with a laugh.

      “No, they love guitarists.” He glanced at Jay, who merely shrugged before nodding at me with a wry smile. “No one loves the drummer.”

      “Well, you could play bass,” I mused as we arrived in the center of “town.” Again, it was mostly a mass of sand and dust with a few scattered cacti and scrub brushes. The sun beat down ceaselessly, and I could have sworn I saw vultures sitting atop what remained of the ancient stone walls of the city.

      “I suppose that would be worse,” Morlaon said with a sigh. “I can’t even name a single bassist.”

      I could, but that was beside the point. We had bigger fish to fry anyway, now that we were in this sweltering desert ruin. It was time to find the Sword of the Destroyer King. I scanned the horizon, one hand cupped over my eyes to block the sun, and as I did, I saw something glimmer not far away. It wasn’t a big glimmer, though. More like a brief speck of light that had refracted off something shiny.

      “There,” I said and spurred my Giant Scorpion forward until we reached the glimmering speck at what seemed like the center of the ruins. It was no bigger than the size of a dime, and as I climbed off my scorpion so I could get a closer look, I realized it was a gemstone the color of crackling lightning. Energy pulsed off it with each tiny crackle, so while I had wanted to pocket it immediately, I decided to ask for some second opinions first.

      “Guys, I think I found something,” I said as I waved them over, and a few moments later, we were all gathered around the gemstone.

      “That must be it,” Morlaon said as he stared at the strange gemstone. “You should try to take it.”

      “I thought you said it was a sword?” I replied. “Not that it matters. Of course, I’m going to try to take it.”

      “There is supposed to be a sword,” Morlaon said as he looked around. “Right here, actually.”

      I was about to say something when Gobta turned toward me and spoke.

      “I suspect that is a sword, my liege.” He swept a hand toward it. “To me, that looks like the gemstone one might put in the pommel of a sword to gift it with magical abilities.” He held his hands out toward it. “Surely you must feel its pulse of power.”

      “It does sort of look like that,” I replied to him before I knelt on the ground and then, very carefully, reached out to dig away some of the earth.

      Only before I could, Gobta grabbed me by the shoulders and hauled me backward. “What are you doing? What if it was a trap and destroyed you?” he said matter-of-factly. Then, before I could say anything, he plunged his hand into the sand beside the gemstone and scooped a handful away, revealing the glimmering silver handle of a sword. He stood then and smiled. “It appears to be safe.”

      “Great,” I said with a laugh as I rubbed the back of my neck. He was right. It could have been a trap, and if it had been, I might have died. Hell, for all I knew, this could have been the lure for some giant, sand-dwelling angler fish. I shivered a bit at that thought before I turned my attention back to the sword.

      “What will you do, master?” Queenie asked as her eyes flicked from me to the sword and back again. “Do you wish me to dig it out?”

      While I was inclined to let her try, something about the sword let me know that wasn’t possible. Sure, we might be able to dig away some of the sand and reveal it a bit more, but in the end, the sword would have to be pulled from the ground. And, oddly, as I stared at the weapon, I knew that I had to be the one to try.

      I took a step forward. Then another and another until I was standing over it.

      “No. I’ll do it,” I said as I reached out and dug away the handle. As more and more of it was revealed, energy seemed to crackle off it, though I wasn’t sure if the others could see it.

      A few minutes later, I’d managed to scrape away enough of the dirt and sand to reveal the hilt of the sword, and while I could have kept digging a while longer, I knew there wasn’t a point. I’d either be able to pull it out or I wouldn’t.

      “You can do it, master,” Queenie called as I reached out and gripped the sword.

      As I touched the metal, the strangest thing happened because I felt Rhapsody’s hands on mine. No, that wasn’t quite right because, in addition to that, I felt Mab’s icy hands as well. Their power seemed to course through me, filling me from the tips of my toes to the tops of my air, and as my hands tightened around the hilt, I let loose a hard breath that was mostly frost and ice.

      Then I pulled, and the massive silver sword slipped free of the earth like it had been plunged into soft butter. I stood there dumbfounded for a moment as water rushed up from the ground and spurted into the air in a geyser of force that rained down upon us.

      “You really are him,” Morlaon murmured as I beheld the Sword of the Destroyer King.

      “Of course, he is,” Queenie said with a dismissive glance at the goblin bard. “He is master of all things.”

      I wanted to reply to that, to say something about it, but as I stared at the sword, I couldn’t help but feel strong in more ways than one.

      You have completed a Hidden Quest: The Destroyer King’s Mantle Part One, but are you worth to carry the power of the Destroyer King? Only time will tell.

      I was still reading the message when I got another notification.

      Your planet has finished cooling, and you may now add atmosphere.

      That last one made me smile and more than a little anxious to get back to my world so I could begin to add atmosphere. Because after that? Well, after that, I could start introducing life.

      Still, now that I had a shiny new sword, albeit completely unidentified, I couldn’t just leave without power leveling, now could I?

      “So,” I said as I leaned my sword on my shoulder, “I’m thinking we get this identified and then go slaughter some bad guys.” I looked at my compatriots. “What say you guys?”

      “I would love to slaughter and kill,” Gobta said with a smile. “There is a dungeon in my lands to the west that I’ve been meaning to conquer for quite some time.”

      Only as he spoke, I got another message.

      You are not high enough level to begin this quest.

      That was bad. When that happened in Terra Forma, it meant that the game had drastically increased the level of all the monsters. If this place followed the same rules, and I had no reason to think it didn’t, well, it was time to leave for now. After all, I had to come back as soon as I could. And not just to do the quest, but to see Jane as well.

      “On second thought, I have a planet to build,” I said with a smirk as I made my way to the giant scorpion. “So, let’s get going.”
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      “The Goddess’s plan is bold but will amount to nothing, my lord,” Erlking said as we stood in his misty, fog-filled courtyard surrounded by the aged, grey willows of death and the bright, golden poppies of life.

      “For you are as inevitable as entropy,” Erlking continued with a smile that revealed his shark teeth. “What was here before and what will be after.”

      “That is true,” I said as we watched the goddess’s champion pull the sword of the Destroyer King from its eternal home in the soil of Nylian. He was displayed prominently in our Phoenix Cube, and while I could have had it show me anything, and in fact had made it shown me everything, for now, it was focused on this man, this Garrett Andrews of Earth.

      The sight made me wish I could just head out into the world and deal with Rhapsody’s meddlesome champion directly. “But it does not mean we should be wary, for even the mightiest foe can be slain by the most insignificant among them. It is why the Great Beasts fear those they would otherwise deem specks beyond their notice.”

      “Then let me go and smite him from this world,” Erlking said as he turned toward me and stared at me with his one, unblinking eye. “I will tear him into specks so small even specks will not notice them, and then I will cast those specks across the universe itself.” He paused, likely realizing he had said the word specks many times.

      “If I could, I would, but to do so might violate the ancient covenants.” The words came out in a growl though I had not meant for that to be the case. “Should we violate them, the primordial forces of the universe will grow unbounded.” I smiled. “Besides, I am infinite. What will be forever before and forever after.” I pointed at Rhapsody’s champion as he spoke with his compatriots. “Waiting a while longer will make no difference to me.”

      Still, even as I said the words, I did worry. I worried about this champion who had pulled the Destroyer King’s Sword from the world and wondered if he would find the other scared objects. If he could, he would be dangerous, so I should act. Only I couldn’t. Not directly, at least, and not now.

      “Something still seems to trouble you, my lord,” Erlking said as he turned his black eye back to the Phoenix Cube. “Is it really this man?”

      “You know me well, Erlking,” I said with a sigh. “And you also know the cause of my unease.” He turned then, and I found his eye locked on mine. “Perhaps you could do something with that information.”

      “Perhaps,” he said and gave me a small nod, “but perhaps not.” Then, almost imperceptibly, he shifted his weight to a different foot and scratched his left antler as it spiraled off into the air. It was his thinking pose, and often, I wondered if the action pained him. “I think it might be time for me to pay my sister a visit.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yes,” he said with a nod. “After all, I do so love speaking with Titania, and it has been ages.”

      “Has it really been so long?” I asked, quite curious as to why he would speak with the Queen of Fire and Light. “After all, I could have sworn the Fairy Queen never wanted to speak to you again.”

      “That was eons ago.” Erlking waved away the comment. “And besides, I will come bearing news she will want to hear.” He smiled as he turned his attention back to the Phoenix Cube. “After all, if there is one thing my sister Titania loathes more than me, it is our youngest sister Mab.” He looked back at me then. “Did I ever tell you the story of our youth on Erlmas?”

      “The one where Titania smashed all of Mab’s playthings and then placed them back in the brightly colored gift boxes so that when your youngest sister opened her presents, she found nothing but the broken remains of her favorite toys?” I inquired. “I do find that I quite like that story.” I smiled. “The look on Mab’s face must have been priceless.”

      “It was, truly.” Erlking nodded as he turned and headed toward the door. “And it seems my favorite sister just found a new playing. It would be such a pity if Titania were to find out about it, now wouldn’t it?”

      “It would,” I supposed, but even as my loyal minion turned to go, I worried that his plans would not be enough to stop this Garrett Andrews from becoming an even greater threat.
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      Hey, if you got here, I just want you to know that you’re awesome! I wrote this book just for someone like you, and if you want another one, it is super important that you leave a review.

      The more reviews this book gets, the more likely it is there will be a sequel to it. After all, I’m only human, and you have no idea how far a simple “your book was great!” goes to brighten my day.

      Also, if you want to know when the sequel comes out, you absolutely must join my Facebook group and follow me on Amazon. Doing one won’t be enough because it relies on either Facebook or Amazon telling you the book is out, and they might not do it.

      You might miss out on all my books forever, if you only do one!

      Here’s the link to follow me on Amazon.

      Here’s the link to my Facebook Group.

      Here’s the link to my mailing list.
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