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A SEXY WITCH AT THE CROSSWALK


I couldn’t just stand there as they forced the kid to eat sand. As soon as they saw me step out of the shadows, one of the little shitstains looked up, tugged on his friend’s hoodie, and backed away.

Two against one is never fair. Worse when you’re pounding on someone so much smaller. Both bullies put their hoods up, as if I hadn’t already seen their faces, then ran their chubby asses out of the playground and into the tree line.

“You hurt?” I squatted next to the whimpering kid, careful not to get my khakis sandy.

He spat sand, then sat up. “I’m all right. Thank you, Mr. Aaron.”

I sighed with the disappointment I’d been holding in. I’d hoped against hope that he’d fight back, for the sake of his dignity if nothing else. But the boy just kept taking it. They'd pushed him to the ground without him even trying to push back or run.

“What’s your name?” I asked. I’d seen the kid around. A fourth grader, I think. I didn’t teach below sixth grade, so hadn’t had the chance to learn his name.

“Roy,” he wheezed out, then coughed more sand.

“Roy.” I rubbed sand out of his blond locks. “Well, Roy, I’m going to report those boys to the principal. Just this once. But next time, you have to stand up for yourself. When you become an adult like me, there’ll be no one to fight your battles. Just you.”

His shoulders tensed. “Please don’t tell, Mr. Aaron. Just let it be.”

“Why?”

“Carter’s dad is a manager at the place where my dad works. If you tell the principal and Carter gets in trouble, his dad is gonna make my dad’s life hell. Maybe even get him fired.”

Shit. It was more complicated than I realized. Poor kid. He blew his nose, and shiny grains came shooting out.

“Okay.” I zipped my mouth. “I won’t say anything. But promise me you’ll fight back next time. And if you’re outnumbered, that you’ll run.” I helped Roy to his feet.

He dusted himself off. “I don’t know. They’re really scary.”

“There’s far scarier out there than those runts. Trust me.”

The school bell rang. Next period would start in five minutes. That meant I had to be in class, ready to teach twenty bored teenagers how negative integers worked.

“Thank you again, Mr. Aaron. My big brother was in your class last year. He said you were his favorite. Now I see why.”

True. I was the cool teacher. I usually let benign infractions slide, and tried to make class upbeat and fun whenever I could.

“Get to class, now. And don’t forget what I said.”

Roy hurried into the school building. I stared at the bulbous clouds for a moment and sighed once more with disappointment. Even in a position of authority, I couldn’t make life better for the kid. This world was just too complex. There was always a bigger, meaner fish. And even if you wanted to become better, stronger, more in control, it was often impossible, no matter how hard you worked.

Ugh. I stuck my fingers in the corners of my mouth and forced a smile. Better not to show my negativity to my students. Though I wasn’t a believer in the good of this world, I wanted them to be.

I went to the teacher’s lounge after class. Catherine was there, chatting gregariously with the new PE teacher by the coffee machine. So many hand motions. I stared at Catherine a little too long because I knew she wouldn’t notice. When my gaze made its way down to her shapely ass, which curved perfectly against the fabric of her skirt, I felt a healthy prickle of shame, then cleared my throat to alert her of my presence.

“Remy!” she said as if she hadn’t seen me in ages. “Are you coaching boy’s soccer this year?”

I forgot I’d volunteered for that. Soccer wasn’t exactly a popular sport in this town, so I’d probably be teaching a bunch of football rejects. Couldn’t be too hard.

I scratched my back. “Yeah. Why?”

Catherine twirled a strand of her amber hair. “Nothing,” she said musically. “I think you’ll look good in a soccer uniform.”

I felt my cheeks warm. That was a compliment, wasn’t it? Or was she just being nice? “Thanks.” I scratched my back some more as I searched for a workplace-appropriate response. “Are you coaching anything in the spring?”

“You know, I really want to coach girl’s volleyball. But my husband needs me around the house more. So maybe next year.”

“Well, come by soccer practice some time. You know how these kids are. I could always use the help.”

She beamed at that. “Deal!” Then she turned and walked out of the room. I stopped myself from staring at her swaying hips, lest the new PE teacher, who was slurping coffee and had gotten some creamer on his mustache, notice.

With all my classes over, I made my way to my car at the edge of the parking lot. I pushed the key into the ignition and turned it. My car bellowed like a smoker coughing up a lung. Took me three more tries to get it to start. I didn’t have money to spare to get the engine checked out. All I could do was hope it wouldn’t die on me.

Traffic was light on the commute home – a pleasant surprise. As I turned a corner after a row of houses, I spotted another surprise. A woman with fiery red hair stood at the crosswalk. She wore a black hat shaped like a traffic cone. Her black miniskirt exposed such thick thighs, and her black stockings reached up beyond her knees. An airy, purple scarf was draped around her neck, one end falling toward her generous cleavage, in the middle of which was a single rose, resting softly on her round breasts.

I slowed my car to let her pass and rubbed my eyes. But she just stood at the crosswalk. Halloween was months ago, so what was she doing wearing that? Not that I didn’t love it – it wasn’t everyday I got to see a sexy witch on the commute home.

I waited another ten seconds for her to pass. But instead of doing so, she closed her eyes, held up her open palms, and began reciting something. Wait… was this weirdo sexy witch casting a spell?

Beep beep. A slime green Accord pulled up behind me, headlights flickering. I pressed the pedal and continued driving home, giving the witch one final glance as I passed her.

She seemed young. A more than pleasant face, too. Pale skin, freckles on her cheeks, red bangs. The kind of cute girl I would’ve asked out in college without a second thought.

After a few more turns, I was about five minutes from my house. Stopped at a traffic light and peered out my window at the local McDonald’s, its drive through full. I looked up at the sky, just above the setting sun. Streaks of red and orange bathed the laden clouds.

A shimmering speck burst through one of the clouds. As it neared, it resembled a fiery baseball. And it was coming toward me.

Whatever it was, it slammed into my windshield at a speed I could scarcely comprehend. The last thing I felt before blacking out was my own flesh burning.

In my dying dream, I saw a man sipping coffee at breakfast while his son slurped Fruity Loops and his skinny wife, clad in an apron, handed him the newspaper.

The headline read Local Teacher Dies in Freak Meteor Strike. A picture of me with a fake, open smile adorned the page, a curry stain above my shirt pocket. It was taken the day I began my teaching job.

Soon, all of that faded out. I floated in the void. Words appeared, imprinted on my vision.

MIRROR SHARD EFFECT ACTIVATED

NAME: Remy Aaron

SEX: Male

HOME PLANET: Terra Sol

HOME PLANET SPECIAL ABILITY: Soulbond Offensive Power Multiplication 5x

SOUL REVIVAL: Initializing….

COMPLETE

System Pantheon: Deep Ones

Soul Level: 7

Strength: 1

Intelligence: 1

Agility: 1

Endurance: 1

Vigor: 1

Mind: 1

Luck: 1

Soulcores Required for Next Level: STAT INFUSION LOCKED

WORLD MIRROR DESTINATION: Lumaria Lumis


2






A WORLD ALREADY ENDED


I awoke on a field of golden grass. Wet dirt clung to my naked back. A loincloth, like the kind sumo wrestlers wear, covered my privates. I yawned and stretched, as if it were just another day.

I felt oddly good for a man who’d just died in a meteor strike. Perhaps this was heaven. I looked up and marveled at the sight of three crescent moons, each lighting what seemed to be an evening sky with a milky tone.

Across from me stood a series of weathered stone pillars. Taut vines grew across them, as if trying to pull the stone back into the earth. I walked closer and noticed the mold growing on the stone, casting the ruins in an emerald green beneath the moonlight.

It resembled something out of Ancient Greece, but even older and less cared for. Obviously, judging by the three moons in the sky, I was no longer on Earth. But it reassured me to know that this new world had – at least in the past – a civilization, too.

I walked deeper within the ruins. Giant stone blocks formed what looked like the centerpiece of this area, though vines and moss covered it. It seemed to be some sort of palace, but the earth was reclaiming everything. A dead fountain with strange, defaced statues stood in the center of the plaza. The stench of mold, stone, and mist pervaded the place. Small pools of stagnant water covered a stone path, above which buzzed green fireflies, twinkling in the night.

Beauty and death – these were the two words I’d use to describe wherever I’d been reborn. Truth be told, I didn’t believe in heaven or hell, but reincarnation seemed plausible. Judging from my body, which was the same color though with far leaner and more chiseled lines, I was the same person. The skinny fat I’d gained from my lazy lifestyle seemed to have been burned away in my rebirth.

My hands looked exactly the same. I went to one of the stagnant pools of water and stared at my face. My hair was shorter, as if I’d been given an army cut, but my face was unchanged and I looked every bit my mid-twenties self.

So I’d died and been reborn and allowed to keep my memories. Why? What was I meant to do here?

The clack-clack of steps on stone sounded from behind. I spun around. A woman stood by the dead fountain. Her blue hair shimmered like sapphires in the glow of the three crescents. In her hand, she held a katana that seemed as tall as her, except the blade was formed from ice.

I looked into her azure eyes, so stunningly beautiful. Despite the intensity of her weapon, I sensed that she feared me with how much her eyes bulged.

“Who are you?” she asked. I couldn’t quite place her accent. Exotic, for sure.

I raised my hands, hoping that would douse her fear a bit. “My name’s Remy. Remy Aaron. Can you tell me where I am?”

She looked me up and down. I kept my focus on her eyes, hoping to glean what I could about her emotional state. With how they glistened, and from the slight smile that spread across her soft lips, fear and hope both seemed to take her.

“I can tell you’re not from here,” she said. “If you were hoping for paradise, you’ve respawned in the wrong place. This world has already ended.”

“Ended? What do you mean?”

“I’m talking about the Cataclysm.”

That wasn’t much of an answer. I scratched my eyebrow. “But if the world already ended, why are you still here?”

“I’m a survivor. What world are you from?”

“Earth.”

The blue-haired girl gasped. “That was where Sherry went. She must’ve summoned you here. To help us.”

Wait… could that witch I saw waiting at the crosswalk have been from this world, too? Could she have summoned the meteor that killed me and, somehow, caused me to respawn here?

This blue-haired girl with the ice katana seemed somewhat similar in dress. She, too, wore a skirt that allowed her perfect thighs to show and stockings that reached just above her knees. But the blue-haired girl’s top was different. Her breasts were fully covered, though her perfectly flat midriff lay exposed. Athletic was the perfect word to describe her.

“Sorry, I haven’t told you my name. I’m Esmerelda. Esme, for short.”

A beautiful name to match her face and body. “Nice to meet you, Esme. Can you tell me why I was summoned here?”

“Of course. It’s honestly been a long time since I’ve had the pleasure of conversing with anyone new, so excuse my poor manners.”

“You’ve been lovely, so far. No need to apologize.”

A blush blossomed on her pale face. “Thank you, sir. I have not been complimented in a long time.”

It wasn’t really much of a compliment. At least, no girl back home would take it as such. “So, tell me — what am I meant to do here?”

She held the ice katana in one hand, letting the blade touch the ground, then twirled one of her azure locks. “Sorry, I’m honestly struggling to figure out where to start this story. Hmm. Let’s begin with⁠—”

A howl rent the air. Sounded like a thousand ferocious crows, squawking at once with the force of an earthquake. The world darkened as a shadow hovered over us. A golden wing covered the three crescents, and as it flapped, wind whipped against us and sent golden grass flying across the plaza.

“A manticore!” Esme shouted. “It must’ve been drawn here by our presence.”

The massive bird’s face finally came into view as it perched upon the crumbled palace, just in front of us. It was not what I expected – though its talons and feathers were that of a giant falcon, its face was of a wolf. It stared at us with hungry, yellow eyes. Canines stuck out of its mouth, each jagged and twice our size.

“Run!” I shouted, though my feet were frozen.

“There’s nowhere to run. We’re in a wide open area, and it wants nothing more than to feast upon living souls. We have to kill it!”

Kill it? But how? Was she going to slash it to bits with her katana?

Esme hurried to my side as the flying beast howled once more, this time causing my very bones to shudder and ears to pop.

The manticore spread its wings and swooped down upon us. Esme pulled me out of the way, and together we barely dodged the force of its massive, muscle-covered wing.

But the beast wasn’t done. It swerved and turned back toward us. The manticore opened its mouth, revealing canines sharper than diamonds. It howled, and the force of the sound made my ears want to explode.

Esme lunged forward and slashed it with her ice katana. The beast seemed unbothered. It swatted her with its wing; she was barely able to back dash in time. She managed to slash its side, but the manticore reacted as if it had been tickled, not cut with a blade.

“Its defense is too high,” Esme said, her voice despondent.

The manticore looked my way, growled, and spread its wings.

“Just run!” I shouted.

I grabbed her hand. We ran, but the manticore followed overhead. It wasn’t going to leave us alone. It swooped down, just as Esme pulled me behind a broken wall, barely evading its wing once again.

“What do we do?” I asked, my voice jittery and body covered in dust and dirt.

“It’s too tanky for me. The thing is, manticores are rarely seen here. But when they do come to this area, they always tend to kill someone. Maybe today, it’s our turn. Unless…”

I’d just died. It would suck if I were to die again, so soon. “Unless what?”

“You’re from Earth. According to the Mirror Shard, that means you can channel the offensive strength of someone soulbonded to you, multiplied by five.”

“Soulbonded? What does that mean?”

“There’s no time to explain. But you must agree, or else I can’t make it happen.” She gazed at me with puppy dog eyes. “It’s a matter of life or death, otherwise I wouldn’t ask you like this. Will you soulbond with me, Remy?”

How was I supposed to agree to something without knowing what it meant? After another shriek from the manticore that made my heart quake, it became obvious I had no choice. If Esme believed it was the only way to defeat this creature, then I had to trust her.

“Yes. I agree.”

A wisp of blue light shot out of Esme’s chest. It flew into mine. This luminescence connected us, and for a moment I could feel her heartbeat. Her fears and hopes. I saw through her eyes, gazing at myself, and realized that her feelings for me mirrored my feelings for her. We were both in awe of each other. But beneath that awe simmered something more carnal that we didn’t want to show. Something that made my blood rush.

SOULBOND OF ICE LEVEL 1 UNLOCKED

NAME: Esme

CLASS: Ice Rogue

Strength: 3

Intelligence: 3

Agility: 5

Endurance: 2

Vigor: 1

Mind: 1

Luck: 2

WEAPON UNLOCKED: ICE KATANA

NEW ICE ABILITY UNLOCKED

Her ice katana vanished from her hands with a flurry of light. It reappeared in mine. Somehow, despite being so solid, it felt like a plastic toy katana I’d played with as a child.

Instinctively, I raised it in front of my face. The beast bellowed once more, then flapped its wings, sending golden grasses flying toward us as small stones clattered against the broken pathway.

“We are bonded, now,” Esme said. “My power is your power. But you, Remy, are able to multiply my power. I alone cannot defeat a manticore, but you can. Every power I gain will be yours, multiplied by the strength of our bond.”

I could feel her power channeling into me from the luminescent blue tether that connected our souls. It surged and burst through my veins. Ice mana.

The beast soared above us, then swooped down, saliva dripping from its canines. I dodged and slid under one of its wings as it chomped on the stone beneath me, then glided across and up, doing a one-eighty degree turn to face us again.

“Holy hell,” I said. “That thing really wants to feast on our meat.”

I took a stance with my katana like I’d seen in all the anime and videogames I’d played. Because it was so light, I could hold it forward at a straight angle above my shoulder, one-handed.

“Not just our bodies,” Esme said, breathless, as she stood behind me. “It wants our very souls. It wants to truly end humanity. Destroy it, Remy. First, freeze it so it can’t get away!”

Freeze it. Instinctively, I knew what she meant. I let the ice mana from our soulbond coalesce in my other hand. Then I molded it into an ice ball, which floated weightlessly above my palm.

The manticore screamed. This time, its shockwave made us stumble backward. I slid against the ground as it swooped. But it wasn’t going for me. Esme struggled to maintain her balance. The wicked creature’s jaw opened wide.
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NICE DIGS


I willed my ice shard to fly off my left hand. It smashed into the creature’s golden wing. Icicles erupted from the spot where it made contact. Within seconds, more icicles grew, spreading across and freezing its entire wing.

Its head crashed onto the ground as Esme dodged out of the way. Without a second’s hesitation, I launched into the air, my katana forward, and sliced down upon its neck.

Black blood and wisps of shadow blew out of the cut I made. The manticore released a shrill cry. I stabbed it again and again, more blood and shadow pouring out of each hole.

“Don’t stop!” Esme said.

I didn’t. Its body began to wither, and finally, after one more cut, all the shadow and blood within it drained out, and nothing was left but a pile of feathers.

“You did it!” Esme jumped for joy. “And you made it look so easy.”

With the ice katana in hand, it certainly felt easier than it should have. It was almost as if the ice mana was amping me up.

Upon the manticore’s feathers sat a palm-sized black crystal, which shimmered like obsidian in the moon’s glow.

I stuck my katana into the ground, leaned against it, and panted. “What’s that thing?”

“That’s its soulcore.” Esme got on her knees and rested her hands on her bare thighs, which were now slicked in sweat. “We can either sell it for a sizable reward, or use it to power up.”

“Perfect. A fitting reward for hard work. I like this new world already.”

Esme and I walked out of the ruins. She kept the beast’s soulcore with her, since I had no pockets. I was still wearing a loincloth, after all. In the world where I’d come from, I might’ve felt ashamed wearing such a scant thing in front of such a cute girl. But here, I seemed oddly comfortable with myself. At peace. Though, according to Esme, this world had already ended, the ruins surrounding us were far more beautiful than the suburban town where I’d lived and died.

“You’re a natural,” she said. “No wonder you were chosen.”

“Chosen? By that red-haired witch?”

“You mean Shireen – Sherry for short. She went to your world to find us a helper. Or better said, a hero.”

“Hero?” I chuckled. “That’s a bit much.”

“I disagree. After watching how you handled that manticore, you seem exactly like what we need if we’re to keep surviving amid this desolation. A desolation that is hunting us.”

“I still don’t get it. Why did she choose me, of all people?”

“If you can’t answer that, how can I? Maybe you never realized how special you were. Maybe where you come from, your nature was not understood nor valued.”

I wasn’t used to being praised, to be honest. Back home, most people were nice to me, sure, but that’s because they were nice to everyone. I never felt I was special or deserved any treatment beyond that.

Esme and I stopped by a stream. Its crystal-clear water ran through a valley between two verdant hills. Amid the valley were lush trees, and the sounds of the forest drifted from them. The wispy wind brought a woody aroma to us.

Esme bent down at the stream to wash her face and arms. I did the same to wipe some of the grime from the battle off.

“Notwithstanding the manticore that tried to eat us, I kind of like this world,” I said. “I like that it’s so natural. Where I come from, humans ruined everything.”

“My caretaker used to tell me the same about this world. That we’d corrupted it and so deserved the Cataclysm. But while parts of our world might be beautiful now, there are also areas thoroughly sickened by the Shadowsoul.”

“Shadowsoul?” This place and all the names really seemed straight out of a videogame.

“The Shadowsoul brought the Cataclysm. It continues to hunt those who survived, hoping to corrupt the whole land. If we could shatter it, perhaps one day we could live in peace again. Be given a second chance to flourish.”

“A second chance… well, I sure got a second chance by coming here. The last thing I want is for my life to be as meaningless as it was back on Earth, or to be as powerless to help others and get the things I want.”

Esme smiled at me, red on her cheeks. Her eyes were soft and innocent, like those of my high school girlfriend.

“I was certain that whoever we summoned wouldn’t like it here. That we’d be doing an awful thing by bringing him here. But it seems you don’t mind it so much. I’m glad.”

Droplets glistened on her azure locks as she wet her hair with the river water. She brought some into her mouth and swallowed.

Suddenly, I felt thirsty, too. I did the same, enjoying how minerally the river water tasted.

Another gust left me shivering. “As much as I enjoy the free feeling of the wind against my crevices, I think I’d prefer clothes.”

“Of course.” Esme giggled. “I don’t have anything in your size, but we may come upon a merchant.”

“Why are there still merchants? Is there an economy, even after the world has ended?”

“Even at the end of the world, people want to make money. Us survivors must rely on each other, more than ever, and so those who can move goods from settlement to settlement are very valuable. And very well rewarded.”

So some things weren’t so different from back home. Still, the economy of the world I’d left was so massive and complex, it defied understanding, like an eldritch abomination that controlled us all but was beyond our ability to encompass. From what Esme had described, we were back in ancient or medieval times. The simplicity of it relaxed me.

“We also need to have rings made.” Her face pinkened when she said it. She gazed at the ground with shyness.

“Rings?”

“To celebrate our soulbond.”

“Interesting. In my world, we only exchange rings for marriage.”

Esme’s cheeks reddened even more. She hemmed and hawed.

“What are you not telling me, Esme?”

“Well, you see, a soulbond is sort of like marriage. Uhh, at least, in the sense that it’s very difficult to reverse. And also, we, uhh, well, we’re sort of tethered to each other.”

“Tethered? You mean that blue rope of light that connected us while we were fighting?”

“We can’t see it right now because I’m not flowing any ice mana into you, but that tether is still connecting us. And that means we can’t go too far away from each other for too long. If we do, it’ll become incredibly painful and erode our life force. So…”

“So we’re stuck with each other. Like a husband and wife.”

Esme chuckled nervously. “Sorry. I wish I’d explained the consequences better.” Her voice hushed. “Someone like you probably wouldn’t want to be soulbonded to someone like me.”

“Why do you say that?”

“I’m not much more than a scrapper. A vagabond.”

“So? You’ve got the sickest sword I’ve ever seen. I’d say that’s something.” She was also adorable, with one of the fittest bodies I’d ever laid eyes on. But women back on Earth tended to respond to physical compliments in unpredictable ways, so I was hesitant to express that.

“Sick? Why is my sword sick?”

“No-no, not sick as in ill. It’s just an expression from my world. Your sword is amazing, is what I’m saying.”

“Oh, thank you. Ice is my soul affinity, so it was only natural to create a sword from ice.”

I cupped some river water and doused my face, enjoying the cold. Well, it could be a lot worse. Coming to this world, getting the chance to use amazing powers, and being soulbonded to a cute girl – could be a whole lot worse. There wasn’t a single thing worth complaining about, aside from my lack of clothes.

“Let’s go find a merchant.” I stood up and stretched.

“Right!” Esme did the same, and on we went.

We walked along the riverside until we came upon a shack. Outside the shack was a flickering fire. A plump man sat at the fire, chomping down on what resembled a barbequed chicken leg, though the meat was darker.

A barrier of light formed from yellow and orange lines surrounded him and the shack. Strange glyphs shone among the lines.

“This one might have something to trade,” Esme whispered to me as we approached. “We could sell him the soulcore if he gives us something worthwhile in return.”

I waved at the merchant, then said, “Greetings! We are two travelers looking to get fair recompense for a rather lovely soulcore.” In college I worked for one of the major carriers, selling cell phone plans. I knew how to make something sound shinier than it was.

The plump man stood up, then bowed. I bowed back, just to be polite, as did Esme.

“Let’s see the soulcore,” the man said before taking another bite of the grilled meat. My mouth watered.

Esme held up the obsidian crystal. It had so many edges and prickly points. Come to think of it, she didn’t have any pockets on her skimpy dress. Where had she been storing it all this time?

The man rubbed his beard. “That’s a manticore’s soulcore. I hate those foul creatures. One reason why I had to erect this barrier around my house.”

“You have a decent set of clothes you could sell?” I asked. “One that’ll fit my frame?”

“Sure do.” The man drew a circle in the air, tracing an outline of light. Then he pushed his hand into the circle. It disappeared. When he pulled it out, he was clutching a silky pair of pants and an even silkier shirt.

So that must’ve been where Esme was storing the soulcore, too. Incredible. The magic of this world was more impressive than the technology of mine.

The man held out the shirt and pants. With the ornate lining around the collar and the airiness of the silk, it resembled something from Aladdin.

“Nice digs,” I said, “but taking down that manticore was a lot of work. I think you should toss in something else, to make the transaction fairer.”

“Sure, let me rummage through my soul storage.” He stuck his hand in the floating circle of light and pulled out a pair of pointy, sequin-embroidered shoes.

“Seems a bit fancy,” I blurted out.

“It’s all I got,” the man said. “They were tailored for my son. Almost twenty years ago. But worry not, the soul storage kept ‘em fresh.” The man’s face twisted into a pained frown.

I didn’t want to pry. “Thank you, kind sir. I’ll treasure them.”

The man drew a circle on his barrier, creating an opening. I passed the soulcore to him, and he passed the clothes to me.

I put the clothes on and looked at myself in the river. I really did resemble a character from Aladdin. A brilliant style, though the pointy shoes seemed inconvenient for fighting.

Esme watched me, a slight frown on her lips. “That man’s son died in the Cataclysm.”

“So this Cataclysm happened twenty years ago, then.”

“Yes. I was born the day it began. The day the Shadowsoul descended. Most people refuse to go near me, insisting that I’m cursed.”

How ominous. It also explained why Esme had described herself as a vagabond. But despite others rejecting her, she was still fighting for everyone’s future.

“I want to help you, Esme,” I said. “Where I come from, injustice and evil thrived. I was powerless to help others. Here, I can be a force for good. Maybe this is where I belong.”

Her pale cheeks turned the color of a fresh rose. “Hearing you say that warms my heart. But I fear I haven’t quite made plain just how difficult our task is.”

“Tell me. I’m ready to begin. I know I’m far from strong enough to face the Shadowsoul, yet, so I’ll do whatever I must to get stronger.”

“To destroy the Shadowsoul, we must first find its tethers that bind it to this world. These tethers are spread throughout the land.”

Esme reached into her soul storage and pulled out a vellum scroll. She unrolled it, revealing a beautiful watercolor map.

Upon the map was a blinking dot. I pointed to it. “Is that some kind of magic?”

“Fast learner.” She chuckled. “This is an enchanted map. It shows our location, as well as the surrounding area. I’ve marked several points of interest.”

Most of the map was painted in sepia tones. Only the area around us was colored, and there were several spots marked.

“I assume the sepia is places you’ve never been to.”

“Indeed. I don’t know much about your world, but this one is likely as massive. I’ve only traveled through this region, so I’m afraid I don’t know anything about what lies outside of it.”

I pointed to something that she’d marked with the drawing of a treasure chest. “What’s this?”

“It’s a treasure protected by a fierce demon. Unfortunately for us, this demon is immune to ice attacks.”

“Usually monsters that are immune to ice are weak to fire. Why doesn’t Shireen – Sherry – help you?”

Esme raised an eyebrow. “Wait, how’d you know that Sherry’s attunement is fire?”

“Just a guess. You have blue hair and you’re an ice wielder. Sherry’s got red hair, so…”

“As right as you are, Sherry isn’t strong enough to defeat the demon. But if you could form a soulbond with her, her power would be multiplied through you. That’s our only hope.”

“Wait…” I scratched my head. “But I’m already soulbonded to you!”

“So? There’s no limit to how many soulbonds you can form. The more the better. And the stronger the bond, the more powerful you’ll get.”

“How does one strengthen a soulbond?”

Esme put a hand to her heart. Our tether appeared. A wispy blue line connected us.

“Our bond will strengthen as we get to know each other better,” she said. “And as this happens, I’ll unlock new abilities, which you’ll be able to use at many multiples of my power.”

I liked the idea of getting to know her better. She seemed like the shy type, who hid layers behind a veneer of politeness. I wanted to peel off those layers. I’d never really gotten this opportunity back in my world. Most of the girls I’d dated were the more assertive types.

“I’d love to get to know you, Esme.”

I could infer that our soulbond was not merely about knowing each other, but connecting on a deeper level. On multiple deeper levels: emotionally, mentally, physically, spiritually. It was called a bond, after all. So the closer we became in mind, body, and soul, the more powerful I’d be with ice weapons and magic.

“I have an idea.” Esme tapped another point on the map. This one had an icon that resembled a cave. “There’s a dungeon here. The monsters within aren’t too powerful, and most are weak to ice. We could amass many soulcores by slaying them, which we could then sell for better armor and perhaps even enchanted items. And that’s not all.” She paused to catch her breath from how fast she was talking. “There’s usually a significant treasure at the end.”

Well, I knew that from all the videogames I’d played. “What are we waiting for? Lead the way!”
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DUNGEON DIVING


For a world that had ended, the landscape sure was stunning. Golden grasses reached up to our knees. The sky seemed to always be the color of a late sunset, never changing, filled with stars I couldn’t recognize but that, along with the three crescent moons, provided sight for our journey. Ruins of the civilization the Shadowsoul had destroyed dotted the hillsides, the broken columns and arches filling me with a sense of the mythic.

Between the scenery and Esme’s athletic body and gorgeous face, I was unsure where to gaze. I caught as many glimpses of her as I could as she walked beside me, careful not to seem creepy. In the world I’d come from, women certainly didn’t like when you ogled them, though Esme was nothing like any women I’d ever met. Still, I didn’t want to do anything to ruin our soulbond. For all her strength, I sensed a fragility in her spirit, and so didn’t want to move too fast, lest I scare her.

No, I’d let her set the pace. It was the right thing to do, as I was a newcomer to this world and ought not to assume it was anything like my own.

Suddenly, Esme stopped and pointed to something in the distance. An imp-like creature stood beside a broken stone house. It held a sword with many teeth-like ridges and stared at us with oily black eyes.

“We call those imps Baby Snatchers,” she said. “They like to devour newborn animals, and are attracted to the sound of crying babies. They are wretched servants of the Shadowsoul.”

How vile to prey on helpless baby animals. Though the hideous creature seemed to be aware of us, it remained still.

I made a fist. “A fine target to test my skills on. Flow your ice mana into me so I can slay it.”

“You don’t need me to flow it into you. Try pulling it from me. First, feel our tether.”

I could feel the tether between us. As if I were sucking from a straw, I pulled ice mana from Esme into me, then flowed it toward my hand. The ice katana crystallized in my fist.

I gripped the hilt with both my hands, then rushed toward the baby-snatching imp. As my katana came down upon it, it raised its toothy sword up above its face, blocking my swipe. Then it back flipped, turned, and ran.

“Get back here you ugly bastard!” I chased after it, Esme at my back. Somehow, I was so much faster than I’d ever been in my world. My feet felt light, as if the gravity of this world were less than my own, though I’d not sensed such a thing until now.

I pulled ice mana from Esme and conjured a snowball of ice. I let it float in front of my chest, then palmed it toward the fleeing imp.

The snowball smashed into its back. Icicles erupted out of its skin. The imp turned into a statue of ice. I impaled it with my katana, then hacked it to bits, shadows flying out of it with each strike. Until finally, all that remained was a glistening black soulcore.

Esme collected the small obsidian crystal and dropped it in her soul storage.

“Did you see how fast I ran?” I asked.

She tapped her chin. “Hmm.” Then she pulled up my shirt. Her touch was cool, like her ice mana, but in a soothing way.

She exposed the tag on my shirt. “Set Bonus: Speed Burst – A temporary 15% increase in speed when fleeing from or chasing an enemy.”

“Whoah. Are you saying these clothes made me faster?”

“Indeed. It’s written right here on the tag. I suppose that man really did give you your soulcore’s worth.”

She let go of my shirt, allowing it to drop back down. Already, I missed the coolness of her touch. I wanted to be closer to her, but I wouldn’t let my longing get ahead of me. There was plenty of time for us to further our soulbond, later.

Esme gave me a bashful smile. It was the cutest thing. “Those imps aren’t easy for me to kill. Usually, it takes me a whole day to track one. If I try to freeze it, I have to hit it with five Ice Blasts. Took you only one.”

She could barely look into my eyes when she said it.

“It was your ice mana I was using, though. Without you, I’m powerless.”

That made her look into my eyes with a bright smile. “It’s just… you were so decisive. You knew what you wanted to do and you did it. I feared you would be so reluctant. But you’re so eager to help us… it’s beyond anything I could have realistically hoped for.”

Now my cheeks got hot. Had it been a lifetime since I’d heard such genuine praise and admiration? It sure felt like it. Her warm words soothed me as much as her cool touch had done earlier.

“You can rely on me, Esme. I won’t let you down.”

I sure hoped I wouldn’t. I knew then I never wanted to see her frown or be sad. Though we’d only just met, I knew I’d do anything to keep her smiling.

Her smile vanished, replaced by a pout. “Sorry. I’m putting you under so much pressure. You only just got here, and I have you doing everything.”

I shook my head. “No, Esme. Killing that evil imp was immensely satisfying. I feel like I’ve been yearning for this sort of thing my entire life. If I could, I’d march up to the Shadowsoul and slay all its tethers, this instant.”

That made her chuckle. Nothing satisfied me more than seeing that smile return. “Let’s just clear this dungeon. It’ll be a good start. Never know what we’ll find in there.”

The entrance to the dungeon was in a cave mouth. There were no markers or indications of what lay inside. Once we entered, stone steps appeared, lit only by fireflies throbbing on the walls. The light of these fireflies was ten times more luminous than the ones back in my world, and they also had a subtle green hue. It was plenty with which to see.

“Do fireflies always light up dungeons?”

Esme shook her head. “No. Some are lit by mosses. Others by crystals. And there are some that are totally dark.”

We descended the steps and arrived in a wide cavern. The fireflies floated about, showing various openings.

“Should we explore them all?” I asked. “You never know what treasures are waiting down seemingly dead-end paths.”

“Agreed. I’ll follow your lead.”

I picked the tunnel to my left. We walked down the dark path, our shoes crunching on pebbles. A mossy smell wafted from down the way.

A glowing flower the size of my torso sprouted out of the ceiling. Esme clutched my arm and pulled me back, just before a seed shot out of the flower and smashed into where I was about to step. The seed exploded in a ball of fire, setting the ground alight.

“A Flame Shrub,” Esme said. “That was close.”

I conjured an Ice Blast right at the Flame Shrub. The snowball shattered against the petals of the glowing, giant flower.

“It’s resistant to ice.” Esme tightened her hold on my arm.

“Resistant, but not immune, right?”

She nodded. “I forgot to mention something. Whenever you have my ice mana flowing through your veins, you’ll be weak to fire. If that fire seed had hit you…”

“I’d be in a world of hurt.”

“Yup. Let’s be careful.”

While Ice Blast was a useful ranged attack, the Flame Shrub hadn’t even flinched when hit by it. It seemed this move wasn’t very potent outside of its freezing effect, especially compared to my ice katana.

“I need to get close to cut it to pieces,” I said. “But I doubt I can dodge its fire seed attack.”

Esme grunted in frustration. “I was hoping to save this for later, but I might have just the thing.” She stuck her hand in her soul storage and pulled out a small clay pot. Within the pot shimmered a blue moss mixed with a sticky liquid. I almost gagged from the foul odor, which reminded me of rotted cheese mixed with carrots.

“The hell is that?” I coughed.

“It’s an item I crafted.” Esme seemed unbothered by the smell. “I was intending to use it on a different enemy, but might as well test it out here.”

“What does it do?”

“It’ll stick to the monster and slow it down. You’ll be able to dodge its attacks much more easily.”

“Sounds incredibly useful. Sure it’s worth using on this ugly thing?”

“I really want to clear this dungeon, so yes. Besides, we can collect ingredients to craft more later.” Esme wound her arm. “Let me know when you want me to throw it. The slowing effect doesn’t last very long, so as soon as it hits, you know what to do.”

I formed my ice katana and gripped it with both hands, my stance high. “Go.”

Esme tossed the pot. It hit the Flame Shrub and exploded, sticky liquid dripping across its petals. I lunged upward and stabbed what I could. I cut it across and through, until finally shadows started leaking out of it. I kept going until all the shadows had drained from its body.

Its soulcore clattered onto the ground. But this one was different. It gleamed golden.

Esme gasped. “A rare core!” She bent down to grab it, revealing just a hint of her luscious backside. She brought the golden core to me. “These goldcores are worth ten to a hundred times the normal ones. But they’re super rare.”

“What made that monster drop it?”

“Nothing but luck. We should hang on to it. Goldcores aren’t worth selling to normal merchants. If we amass enough of them, we can trade them for ultra rare and useful items.”

I loved how excited Esme was. She could barely catch her breath when she spoke. It was infectious.

“That alone makes this dungeon worth it, right?”

She giggled and shook her head. “Tiring so soon?”

“Nope. Let’s keep going. I’m amped.”

“Amped? I’ve never heard that word.”

“Excited. Juiced up.”

“I see.” That addictive giggle again. “Let’s continue.”

We walked farther down the path. It led to a dead end. Esme knocked on the cave wall.

“Sometimes there’s a wall you can break through,” she said. “But this one seems solid.”

“So we turn around?”

“Yup.”
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SOUL CABIN FEVER


We returned to the open area near the dungeon entrance and took the second path. After a few minutes, the ruddy cave ground gave way to cobblestone, which led into what I could only call an underground ruin. Crumbling structures and broken stone littered the wide area. We passed by a series of defaced gravestones, our shoes crunching on shattered bits of pottery.

It had gotten colder, too. And the silence here was hollower than any place I’d known. I rubbed my arms, fear and cold seizing me for the first time.

“I wish I could warm you up.” Esme pouted. “But because of the ice mana in my veins, I tend to spread cold with my touch. If only Sherry were here.”

Given that we were already soulbonded, it seemed strange that Esme would let Sherry warm me up. I reminded myself that this world was not like the Earth I’d come from. Society and people’s roles within it were probably completely different.

“Where is Sherry?” I asked.

“Don’t know. After months of searching, we finally found a Mirror Shard. We decided together that she would be the one to use it, in order to teleport to your world and bring back someone to help us. With her task complete, I’m sure we’ll run into her, eventually.”

A good enough answer for me. I looked forward to meeting Sherry and learning fire magic. But best not to put the cart before the horse.

Footsteps sounded in the distance ahead. A creature that resembled a giant ant covered in fur chittered toward us. Instinctively, I conjured an Ice Blast and froze it. Then I slashed at it until all its shadows came out.

Esme put the soulcore in her storage. We walked onward and came upon a series of winding stairs, leading lower into the underground ruin. More Fur Ants appeared, and both Esme and I disposed of them with ease.

After an hour of descending lower and lower, massacring ants all the while, Esme’s breathing quickened.

“I’m running low on mana,” she said. “Unfortunately, I don’t have a mana potion in my soul storage.”

I put my hand on her back to comfort her. The coolness from her pale skin emanated into me. “What to do?”

“If I run out of mana, we’ll both be defenseless. We should rest.”

“In the middle of the dungeon?”

“Sort of. Check this out.”

Esme stuck her hand in her soul storage and pulled out a blue orb. She placed it on the ground, right in the middle of the staircase we were standing on.

A mist seeped out of the orb. It surrounded us. When it cleared, we were no longer in the dungeon. We were in a room with blankets and pillows laid out on the floor, lit by softly throbbing candles.

“This is the only soul cabin I could afford,” she said. “It’s pretty dank and shabby, but it’ll do for the next ten hours.”

“Wait, did we just teleport?”

Esme shook her head. “Nope. It’s sort of like how my soul storage works, but temporary. We’re in a miniature universe, but it only lasts ten hours before evaporating. Once it does, we’ll find ourselves right back where we were.”

Miniature universes… now that’s something I could’ve put to good use back in my world.

I did my best not to seem too amazed. “So while we’re in here, are we safe?”

“Perfectly safe.”

“Incredible. And convenient.”

She sat on a floor pillow and crossed her legs. I glimpsed her panties when she lowered herself: pink, so unlike her blue skirt and airy shirt.

“Hungry?” she asked. “I’ve got some rations. Nothing too tasty, unfortunately.”

Judging by how hard I got just from a mere glimpse of her panties, I was indeed hungry, though not for food. But I couldn’t just pounce on her. She was obviously too tired for that.

This was the perfect opportunity to strengthen our soulbond. To get to know each other in a safe environment.

So many questions fluttered through my mind. I wanted to know all about her. Did she have siblings? What was her childhood like? What was her favorite food? What did she do for fun?

But Esme was still breathing fast, and her eyelids drooped with heaviness. I leaned a pillow against the wall and sat beside her, just close enough that our knees were barely touching.

I pointed at the door. “Where does that lead?”

“Oh, don’t open it. If you do, the soul home will evaporate and we’ll be back in the dungeon.”

“Got it.”

I glanced at Esme and she glanced at me. When our eyes met, we both smiled, then slinked our gazes away.

We were already soulbonded. We’d both agreed to it. But I wasn’t really sure what that meant, aside from that I could use her mana. And also that we were sort of married, whatever that entailed in this world.

With my mind, I reached for the tether that bonded us. Through it, I felt Esme’s heartbeats as if they were my own. The tension and weariness in her body seeped into me, along with her nervousness.

I let go of the tether, concerned that I was invading the privacy of her mind and emotions.

“Did you feel me, too?” I asked.

Esme shook her head. “Because you come from another world, our soulbond only goes one way. I am open to you – in more ways than one – but you are not open to me.”

“What does that mean, exactly?”

“It means you can draw from my power and resources, but I can’t from yours.”

“That seems a little unfair.”

“We never asked your permission to bring you here, so I think it’s more than fair.”

If they’d asked, I’m sure I would’ve refused and continued my disappointing life as a middle school teacher. After all, I didn’t know what I’d be signing up for by agreeing to come here. If they’d tried to sell me on saving some mysterious world from something called the Shadowsoul, I would’ve laughed and bolted. But now that I was here, it seemed that I possessed every advantage. More importantly, I was grateful to have something to fight for, and a real way to help those who were suffering.

It was comforting to know that Esme was nervous. She wasn’t sure what to say to me. It was my job to break down the ice between us. I needed to take the lead in advancing our soulbond to the next level. I had an obvious, insurmountable advantage when it came to our interactions, so it was my responsibility to tend to our relationship. To lead it where it needed to go.

“Is it uncomfortable for you to know I can feel your feelings?” I asked.

“I wouldn’t say it’s uncomfortable. I soulbonded with you knowing full well what it meant. And just now, I didn’t even know you were clutching our tether, to be honest. I suppose I ought to just accept that I’m an open book, as scary as that is.”

Esme shook off her shoes and pulled down her stockings, revealing so much more of her beautiful, unblemished pale skin. She tousled her straight blue hair, letting it spread.

“If you don’t want me to read your feelings, just say so and I won’t.”

She gave me a bright smile. “I want you to do whatever you want. Whatever makes you happy. Whatever helps our soulbond grow. If you believe that reading my thoughts and feelings would be of help, then I fully support it.”

Hearing how much she trusted me was like a cool breeze through my soul. The soulbond was obviously a power that could be badly abused in the wrong hands. But wasn’t all power like that? The Shadowsoul was clearly using its power for evil. So many back on Earth used their power for evil ends, too. I had to become as powerful as any mortal could, but always – always – use that power for good. To make this world a better place, and to see Esme smile.

Take it slow I reminded myself. We would be here for ten hours, and I assumed much of that would be spent sleeping. And given that there was only one bed…

“I like how simple this interior is,” I said, staring at the wooden walls that resembled a cozy log cabin. The candles flickering in the corner niches provided such a soothing luminance. “When I first moved into my own apartment, I didn’t have any furniture. Had to sleep on the floor, like this.”

“I don’t understand. Do you normally sleep standing against the wall or something?”

I laughed. “No. We sleep on mattress frames where I’m from. They’re like… like… these raised surfaces that we put our bedding on.”

“Oh… but… why? What’s wrong with putting your bedding on the floor?”

“Nothing, I suppose. It’s just our custom.”

“But what if you fall off the side?”

“I think that did happen, once, when I was little. But somehow your body learns not to fall off.”

“I’d like to try sleeping on a raised bed sometime.” She played with a lock of her lush blue hair. “Do you people use blankets?”

“Yeah, of course.”

“Do you sleep naked or clothed?”

“Well, I sleep clothed, but I do know a few people who sleep naked.”

“I much prefer to sleep naked,” Esme said. “But I’ve never…”

“Never what?”

“I’ve never been naked in front of a man.”

I’d never been with a virgin before. Rarely was I more experienced than the girls I dated. Take it slow, I reminded myself again.

“I know you’re tired, Esme. I want you to rest. I want you to refill all your mana so we can clear this dungeon. You don’t need to worry about me.”

She shifted over to the bedding and lay down on her side, facing me. “Thank you, Remy. To be honest, since my caretaker died, I’ve forgotten what it’s like to have someone care about me.”

“Do you have any siblings?”

Esme shook her head. “None that are alive.”

“So you spent your whole life journeying from place to place?”

“Pretty much. My only friends are other element users like Sherry. Sometimes we group up to fight monsters and sell their soulcores. It’s what I did to survive, all this time.”

I crawled onto the bedding next to her. “Surviving isn’t good enough. We’ll do far more than survive. We’ll take back this world. And when the Shadowsoul is gone, no one will scorn you ever again. I’ll make sure of it.”

“You mean it?”

As she readjusted to lay on her back, I enjoyed the sight of her perfectly flat midriff.

“I always mean what I say.”
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SILT COVERED THIGHS


We both slept for a good nine hours. When we awoke, we had just enough time to scarf down breakfast, which was a purple fruit that resembled an apple. Strangely enough, this fruit tasted spicy rather than sweet. Though startling at first, it only took a few bites for me to begin enjoying it.

After we finished our meal, the cabin around us turned to smoke, as if it were a mirage all this time. We were back in the dungeon, in the middle of a staircase leading down into a dark chasm.

Esme seemed refreshed. Her cheeks were rosy, her breathing was even, and her voice had regained its energy. We both stretched our muscles, like I’d do before going for a morning run. Then we began our descent.

A Fur Ant greeted us as soon as we walked down the final stairstep. It hit its mandibles together, and lightning crackled between them. This one had a different fur pattern than the others: starburst rather than striped.

“It’s a unique variant of the monster,” Esme said. “We refer to them as elites for short. They spawn very rarely amid common monsters. They always drop goldcores when killed. Also, there’s a chance they may drop another rare item. I think there’s a 20% chance it’ll drop a spindle of…” she scratched her head, “some kind of rare thread, I think? It’s been a while since I’ve consulted a reference.”

“Reference?”

“A crafting book, basically.”

The elite Fur Ant chittered, then crawled toward us, its beady eyes resembling the top half of a crystal ball.

I channeled Esme’s ice mana into my hand and formed my katana. Meanwhile, Esme hit it with an Ice Blast. It chittered in anger.

“It’s immune to the freeze status effect,” she said, “though it isn’t resistant to ice damage. I don’t want you getting hit by its lightning, so be careful.”

I lunged forward. But when I came down to swipe, the ant launched into the air. I stared in horror as its mandibles lit with lightning, then came down upon me.

The mandible pierced me in the shoulder, sending shocks through my body. I wanted to back away, but the shock stunned my limbs, immobilizing me.

The ant jumped toward my face, as if it wanted to bite it off. But Esme sliced it in the air, shadows spraying out of it. Once it landed, she hit it again, drawing its attention toward her.

I wanted to force my limbs to move, but they were still dazed by the electric shock. I glanced at my shoulder, where the mandible had pierced. My wound oozed, though I couldn’t feel the pain, probably because I was paralyzed.

All I could do was watch and hope that Esme would win. She dodged its jumping attack by back dashing, then slashed forward when it landed. This earned her a few hits, though it seemed the unique monster still had a lot of shadows left in it.

By now, I was beginning to feel the ungodly sting in my left shoulder. At the same time, my limbs were breaking free of the paralysis, though they felt slow, as if I were stuck in quicksand.

The ant jumped in the air. Esme dashed under it. She tripped against a jutting stone and tumbled onto the ground, her knees scraping against the uneven terrain. The ant must’ve sensed its moment, and it leaped toward her, mandibles electrified.

I formed my ice katana, flung myself forward, and sliced it in half. Its two parts flew in separate arcs, trailing its shadow along.

A goldcore clattered onto the ground.

I rushed to Esme, ignoring my own pain.

“I’m all right,” she said. “But you’re obviously not.”

She stuck her hand into her soul storage and pulled out a vial of green liquid. She uncorked it and poured it over my wound.

The screaming pain in my shoulder silenced. It went numb. The blood clotted, too.

“I’ve got a few more basic healing potions,” she said. “Perfect for anything that’s not too serious.”

Relief flowed through me. But so did frustration. “That ugly thing baited my attack.”

“I should’ve warned you. Elites are way more clever than their normal variants. My theory is that they purposefully play on how you think they’re supposed to behave, based on common knowledge of their normal variants. Those normal Fur Ants couldn’t jump, so this one used its jump as a shock move. In more ways than one.”

So elite monsters weren’t mindless. They could scheme, too.

“We didn’t get the rare item either, did we?”

Esme shook her head. “Unfortunately, no. Small chance that it drops. But now we have two goldcores. A few more and we can trade them for a powerful enchanted item.”

That sounded awesome to me. Though I’d bled, been paralyzed, and endured intense pain, at least we were being rewarded for our suffering.

“You’re quite the acrobat,” I said, grinning. “You’ll have to teach me how to back dash like that.”

She giggled. “I’m not wearing high-defense armor. Can’t afford to take a hit.”

I wouldn’t call a skirt that ended in the middle of her athletic thighs and an airy, sleeveless shirt that exposed her perfectly flat midriff armor in the first place.

When our tether had first formed, I’d gotten a look at Esme’s stats. She had high agility and low vitality, so it made sense for her to keep dodging.

Speaking of stats, what were mine, again? I’d seen them once when I respawned. Increasing them was locked behind some sort of soulcore payment. I’d have to figure out how to unlock that, later. For now, I could increase my power by leveling up my soulbond with Esme and finding better gear.

We continued onward. The cave opened up into a wide area. It almost felt as if we were outside, beneath a dark sky. The cavern was so large, I couldn’t see the walls, even with the green fireflies fluttering about.

A swarm of fireflies were resting on a structure of some sort. A small tower.

“I think that’s the end of the dungeon,” Esme said. “Whatever we came for, it’s in there.”

“The treasure?”

“Yup.”

I wanted to run inside and fling open the treasure chest, but I sensed that a powerful monster might be lurking.

We both conjured our ice katanas and slowly stepped toward the tower’s entrance. The path was well-cobbled, and shrubs even grew at the sides. Unlike the mossy cave, the air here smelled fresh and dewy.

A man wearing chainmail and a helmet sat at the steps leading up to the tower’s door. He resembled a crusader, and held a huge hammer the color of bright copper in his hands. He looked up at us. His eyes were entirely white.

“Now I see what this place is,” Esme said. “My caretaker once told me that long ago, before the Shadowsoul descended, an order of mystic warriors tended to these caves. They kept precious treasures from a bygone era, when the gods used to dwell with mankind.”

“So is this guy one of them?”

“Yes… but his soul is gone. Now he’s a husk. A Soulless Warrior driven to kill.”

The warrior raised his giant copper hammer over his shoulder and walked toward us. Each step he took caused the cave to rumble, as if he weighed thousands of pounds.

“Are we even strong enough to fight him?” I asked.

“One way to find out.”

“One way indeed.”

I sent an Ice Blast toward the Soulless Warrior. He didn’t freeze nor stagger. He wound his hammer, then came down upon me with fury.

I couldn’t back dash like Esme, but I managed to sidestep as the hammer smashed the ground. Cobblestone shot upward and the ground cracked. I slashed my ice katana at his helmet.

Though I managed a direct hit, I barely noticed any shadows flying out of him.

“He’s too strong,” Esme said, keeping her distance. “I’ll run in and get the treasure. You distract it.”

“Why would such a strong enemy be in a beginner dungeon? We easily slayed the Fur Ants. Even that fire-spitting plant and the unique monster weren’t nearly this strong.”

The Soulless Warrior moved like molasses, so I could easily sidestep whenever he swung his hammer. He telegraphed his moves too much. Still, what if I tripped? What if I timed my dodge wrong? I probably wouldn’t survive a blow from that copper monstrosity.

Esme ran to the tower door. She pushed and pulled on the handle, but it wouldn’t budge.

“Damn it! It’s locked!”

Of course it was.

A purple glyph gleamed on the door. Only now did I notice the same glyph on the chainmail of the Soulless Warrior.

“We have to kill him to open the door,” I said.

“We can barely damage him. We should come back when we’re stronger.”

“Hell no. I didn’t come all this way for two goldcores and a few soulcores. The bastard is slow. Might take some time, but I think we can chip away.”

By all logic, Esme was right. We weren’t powerful enough to clear this dungeon. It was likely a place we were meant to return to once we’d become stronger.

But by then, the treasure the Soulless Warrior protected would be less valuable to us. Whatever he protected probably wasn’t meant for people with our meager abilities, which made it even more valuable. Imagine how much stronger it could make us?

We could cheese this bastard and find out.

“Esme, when it’s facing me, you hit it from the back. Then when it turns its ire toward you, I’ll strike it. We repeat until it’s dead.”

“S-Sure. But we won’t have much room for error.”

“None at all. So watch your step. If you doubt your timing in any way, err on the side of caution and keep your distance.”

“Got it.” Esme raised her ice katana to her shoulder. “Let’s do this.”

She managed to strike it several times, tiny wisps of shadow spraying out of its body, before it turned toward her and swung mightily with its hammer. But the gleaming copper cudgel met only air. I knew that as long as Esme stayed standing, she was too agile to ever be hit by its slow attacks.

With its back turned, I pierced it. My piercing thrust seemed to cause more shadow to leak out than my swipes. Of course, it was armored, and armor was meant to be pierced.

“Esme, can you make an ice spear, by any chance?”

I jumped away as the hammer came down where I was standing.

“No. I’ve only got this katana and my snowballs. At least until our soulbond grows.”

If we were going to be facing strong enemies like this one, then maybe I should speed things up. Was I progressing our relationship too slowly? I hadn’t even kissed Esme, or held her hand. In fact, I hadn’t really said a word of affection that went beyond the bounds of a normal friendship.

Esme pierced the Soulless Warrior with the tip of her ice katana. The shadows that leaked out were a bit thicker than the wisps from her earlier attacks. It turned toward her, and she backstepped from its wild swing. I took my chance to poke at it some more.

I put some extra oomph into my next lunge. I struck it deep, and my ice katana pierced its armor, such that I felt the softness of flesh for the first time.

And then it roared. And with that roar came a wind that sent me onto my back. Esme, too, couldn’t dodge it, and she fell backward.

The Soulless Warrior raised its copper hammer straight above its head. The hammer twinkled, as if by magic, and then shadows flew into the hammer. So many shadows, coming from above and below and to the side.

“Is it… oh no… “ I said.

The Soulless Warrior grew. It grew to double its size, three times, now four times. As it did, its armor hardened and turned from silver to dark gray. The copper hammer, too, turned the color of obsidian.

I said, “Should’ve known this piece of shit would have a second form.”

Now when it stepped toward me, not only did the ground quake, but so did the entire cave, as if a god had picked up the cave and shook it. I tried to get up, but couldn’t even balance with all the shaking, and so slipped again. The Soulless Warrior swung its obsidian hammer directly into the ground, smashing a path toward me, rocks twice my size flying forward.

I sidestepped out of the way, a rock grazing my shirt. I got in a few slashes as I dashed under its legs. The shadows that erupted were small. Too small. It would take forever to kill this bastard, and it had just become faster and larger. One even slightly wrong move could spell our ends.

I decided, then and there, that we weren’t ready for this. It was better to retreat and return when we were stronger.

“Esme, let’s get out of here!”

The Soulless Warrior swung its hammer at Esme. She backstepped awkwardly and mistimed her dodge.
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I pushed Esme away as the hammer raged toward her. We barely evaded the furious swing. After helping her back to her feet, we hurriedly returned to the entrance of the boss chamber and retraced our steps.

We rested on the staircase leading up to the dungeon’s entrance. Esme clung onto me, breathing fast, sweat all over her pale skin.

“It was a good attempt,” I said. “You were awesome.”

Esme gave me a wry smile. “Yeah. We’ll come back when we’re stronger.”

“It gives us something to work toward.”

To claim whatever it guarded, I needed to get more powerful. I resolved to do just that, to become powerful enough to slay any monster or man that got in my way.

Esme’s luscious thighs were covered in silt. I so wanted to clean them, and with the adrenaline still in me, just staring at such perfection made me rock hard.

“We should take a bath,” I said.

“You want to go to the hot spring? We have enough soulcores to afford entrance.”

Did she just say hot spring? Was I dreaming? Was this an anime or JRPG or something?

“Do you even have to ask? Let’s go!”

“It’s a few hours walk, though.”

“Is there a faster way for us to travel?”

Esme wiped soot from her hair. “You know what? A mount might be the perfect thing to trade our goldcores for.”

“I love that idea. Though I’ve never ridden a horse before.”

“Oh, I’m not talking about a horse. A mount could be anything enchanted with the power of traversal.”

“You mean like a flying carpet?”

“We can’t afford a flying carpet with only two goldcores, or any other flying mount, for that matter. But we can get a much more basic, ground-based mount.”

I dusted myself off, excited and energized by the prospect. “Let’s do it, then. Lead the way. And after we get the mount, let’s ride it straight to the hot spring.”

“Straight to the hot spring,” Esme repeated, seemingly as excited as I was.

We walked for an hour and arrived at a settlement. Like that merchant’s house, an orange barrier covered in glyphs surrounded the settlement. Inside the barrier were a series of wooden and stone hovels, clustered around a water well and some shoddy-looking coops where they kept chickens and goats.

The residents of the settlement did not permit us inside the barrier. Instead, a bald man wearing a leather jerkin greeted us at the barrier’s edge.

“Esme,” he said. “Have you come with soulcores?”

“Hey Riso. I have.”

He crossed his arms. “Who’s this fellow with you?”

“I’m Remy.”

The bald man pointed at me. “You soulbonded to him, Esme?”

She nodded. “Yes. We are soulbonded.”

“Well, congratulations. As happy as I am for you, I’m afraid we still can’t allow you inside.”

“But I’ve got more than just soulcores. I’ve got two goldcores. I want to trade them for a mount.”

“Wonderful,” the man said. “That still doesn’t mean we can let you in. Remember what happened last time we did?”

“I had nothing to do with the coming of that blood rain.”

Blood rain? How creepy. Though incredibly curious why it had rained blood, I didn’t want to interrupt quite yet.

“You were born on the day the Shadowsoul descended,” the bald man said. “That’s bad luck enough. For two goldcores, I can give you a rickshaw. It’ll get you around these parts well enough.”

I tugged lightly on Esme’s shirt. We walked a few yards away to converse.

“Is that worth two goldcores?” I asked.

She shook her head, her expression tense and laden. “It’s not even worth one. But no one here ever gives me a fair deal.”

“Let’s go somewhere else, then.”

“It’s the only place nearby where we can trade. We’d be walking for days, otherwise. At least with a mount, we can get to a different area in decent time.”

“Can we go somewhere where…” I didn’t want to hurt her feelings anymore than that man had, so measured my words carefully, “where people don’t have such an unjust opinion of you?”

“What he said about me is true. I was born on the day the Shadowsoul descended. At the very least, I’m a bad omen.”

“I don’t agree, but we can talk about that later. Is there somewhere we can go where people don’t know that about you?”

“Maybe on the mainland. But on this island, sooner or later, I get recognized wherever I go. People are wary of us curseborn elementals.”

“Curseborn? That’s an awful word.” I put my hands on her shoulders, enjoying the coolness that always emanated from her soft skin. “Don’t ever think of yourself as cursed.”

“But in a way, I am.”

I shook my head. “No, you’re not. And one day, you’re going to be the one who saves this world.”

“How can you be so sure?” Esme rubbed her eye, wiping a tear away. “What if it’s all hopeless?” Her voice cracked.

“It’s not. We’re going to get so strong that nothing will stand in our way. We’ll send the Shadowsoul back to the void from where it came. No one will ever ridicule or look down on you, ever.”

“I hope you’re right.”

I hugged her, rubbing her back the while. Then I took the two goldcores and returned to the barrier that protected the settlement.

“Riso, is it?” I said to the bald man in leather.

“Yeah. So you want the rickshaw?”

“I do. But you’re going to throw in some extras.”

“Don’t think so.” He blew out a sigh. “She’s lucky we even trade with her in the first place.”

“You’re not trading with her. You’re trading with me.”

“I don’t see a difference. I mean, you’re soulbonded to that curseborn.”

“Don’t ever call her that again.”

He snickered. “Or what?”

“Or you’ll make an enemy of me. And if I ever see you outside this barrier, there’ll be more than just words between us.”

Riso grimaced. “All right. All right. You want a fair deal? I’ll throw in some health potions.”

“I’m sure you can do better.”

“Health potions and a soul cabin.”

I held up the goldcores. I’d sold hundreds of cell phones and cell phone plans back in college. I knew how to make things seem more than they were worth. “We got these from a dungeon guarded by a Soulless Warrior that could destroy this entire village with a single swing of his obsidian hammer. Do you think I’d trade them for such pathetic offerings?”

I’d never insulted or threatened anyone while selling cell phones, but there were plenty of times when I wanted to.

I clanked the two goldcores against each other. They made a satisfying, metallic hum. From the way Riso stared and licked his lips, I knew he wanted them. I’d drive up the cost as much as I could.

“Tell you what, my friend. I’ve got just the thing.” He jogged into a nearby hovel. A minute later, he returned with a hat. It was red, hard, and had a tassel sticking out of the top.

“Is that a… fez?” I said.

“You’re going into dungeons, and you don’t even have a helmet. I’ll throw in this lovely piece of gear on top of everything I mentioned.”

“What does it do?”

“I got this from a trader friend of mine who came all the way from the islands of Lashan.” Riso pulled the label out and held it up to me.

Causes some monsters to target you when worn.

I scratched the stubble on my cheek. This was interesting. While my first reaction was to wonder why I’d want monsters to target me, imagine if Esme was wearing this hat during the battle with the Soulless Warrior? She could’ve just kept dodging it while I kept poking away, and it would never have tried to attack me. At least, until it took its second form.

Then again, it did say some monsters. Would that Baby Snatcher imp have run away, or would it have been enraged by my red fez and attacked me?

If so, it seemed quite useful. We could lure enemies toward us – perhaps even into traps – instead of having to chase them. This would allow us to farm soulcores faster.

“Well?” Riso said. “You want it?”

“The rickshaw, the hat, five health potions, and three soul cabins.”

“What do you think this is, the emperor’s palace? I don’t even have three soul cabins.”

I clanked the goldcores against each other.

“I’m serious,” Riso said. “We’re poor as it comes.”

I was tiring of this negotiation, and he wasn’t lying about being poor.

“All right. On top of the rickshaw and the fez, two health potions and one soul cabin.”

“You got yourself a deal!”

Riso opened a hole in the barrier and passed the fez to me. Then he passed me a wooden sphere.

“What’s this?” I asked.

“The rickshaw. Just tap it when you want it to come out.”

He handed me the health vials, as well as the orb which contained the soul cabin.

“Oh, and don’t forget,” I said. “If you ever insult Esme again, or make her feel sad, you and I will have a negotiation of a very different nature next we meet.”

Riso held up his hands. “My apologies for any offense. And listen – I’m always happy to do business, so if you’ve got something worth trading, you know where to come.”

“The question is – what will you have for me?” I gestured toward the shoddy hovels and shook my head. “Doesn’t seem like it’ll be worth my time.”

At that, I returned to Esme.

The rickshaw was basically a big wooden bench with an awning over it. The enchantment allowed it to float a few inches above ground and move upon command. All I had to do was direct it with my finger, and it would go where I pointed.

But it wasn’t very fast. It also didn’t handle elevation well; sometimes it would physically bump into clumps and mounds, the enchantment obviously unable to account for them.

I let Esme drive. She seemed glum. Riso’s words had stung her.

I knew it wouldn’t be easy to reassure her, so I let her be with her thoughts for a bit. I gazed at the scenery as we zoomed by. The sky was still this dark, glowing surface, as if it would never stop being the hour just when the sun dipped below the horizon. That must’ve meant that this world played by different rules. Perhaps the planet didn’t spin, and so the sun always remained at the same angle.

If the planet were tidally locked, then as we traveled, the sun would rise or set with our movement. There must’ve been areas of this world that were always covered in darkness, and areas where the sun never stopped shining.

Not having a day-night cycle would be a tough adjustment, and I suspected that was the tip of the iceberg. There were so many things I’d have to get used to here – both good and bad. Mostly good, I hoped.

Ruins dotted the landscape. I pointed to one and asked, “Did people live in these stone cities before the Shadowsoul came?”

Esme nodded. “There were no monsters roaming about. Humans had spread out everywhere. People didn’t need magical barriers to survive. And most important of all, babies could be born.”

So now humans had been forced into settlements, like the one we’d just been, where they could cower behind their barriers. To my mind, that didn’t sound so bad. Back on Earth, us humans destroyed so many natural landscapes. Seeing these ruins being reclaimed by tall grasses and vines was almost soothing.

The part about no babies being born was the most alarming thing, though. It meant that sooner or later, humanity would go extinct on Lumaria.

But it also meant there was no need for birth control.

I wouldn’t say that to Esme, though. I put my hand on her bare shoulder, hoping my warmth would give her comfort the way the cold of her skin did for me.

She leaned her head against my shoulder. I stroked her hair and smelled it. The hint of blueberries wafted into my nose. I could hardly believe Esme smelled like my favorite fruit, especially since she hadn’t bathed since we met.

When her bare knee touched mine, I grew hard. My yearnings were becoming impossible to resist. I wanted to rip off her clothes and take her right here, on the rickshaw. I wanted to satisfy the hungry animal within.

I rested my hand on her bare knee. Her coolness seeped into me. If I slid my hand up higher, would it get warmer or colder?

I turned my face toward her. Our noses touched. She pushed closer and nibbled on my bottom lip. The saliva she left there tasted like blueberries, too.

Slowly, I slid my hand up her thigh. It got warmer on approach. I nibbled on her bottom lip, which was soft and succulent. I caressed it with my tongue just as she brought the tip of her tongue out. I stilled mine and let her trace her tongue around my lips, my hand getting closer to her panties all the while.

She let out a soft moan. I let her tongue massage mine as I slid my fingers onto her panties, remembering that they were pink. My fingertips brushed something warm and wet.
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The rickshaw jolted, almost flinging us off. Whatever had hit it caused us to divert toward a different direction. Esme and I broke from touching each other so she could redirect us.

Oh God, the blue balls. This wasn’t a Tesla; the rickshaw couldn’t drive itself. I could only hope the hot spring wasn’t far, and that we’d get some privacy there.

“How much longer?” I asked.

“It’s eight hours on foot, so maybe another two hours at this speed.”

I’d have to suffer blue balls for the next two hours. Not ideal, but it could be much worse. Still, I’d never felt blue balls quite as intense. I wished I was a lion and could mount her right here, right now without giving a care to anything.

“I’m sorry about what I did to your lip,” she said. “It’s the first time I’ve ever tried kissing someone. I just did what I felt like doing, in the moment.”

“I loved it. Don’t doubt your instincts.” I so wanted to let mine control me.

“You taste so good, Remy.”

“So do you. Is it crowded over at the hot spring?”

“The public area can get pretty crowded. But they also have these private villas.”

“Do we have enough soulcores to get a private villa?”

“I don’t know. I always assumed it was beyond what I could afford, so I never asked the price.”

“Damn. Now I wish I hadn’t given Riso those goldcores.”

“That’s the way of this world. You never have quite enough for everything you need, let alone want.”

In that way, our worlds were similar. Maybe we could use the soul cabin. But that was a scarce resource better saved for resting in dungeons, not satisfying our carnal desires.

But I could always get stronger in this world, and thus be able to farm soulcores faster. One day, I knew we’d be able to afford whatever we wanted.

Just looking at Esme’s athletic body was making my balls and dick yearn to explode. Her midriff was so smooth, I wanted to stick my tongue in her belly button.

I looked away and focused on the scenery, hoping it would help calm my dick. Nope. I could still smell her blueberry scent and hear her slow breathing, which reminded me of how she’d moaned. If only I could whack one out, right here, right now, to get my dick under control. But it would obviously be so ridiculously awkward if I just started playing with myself. Sometimes there really is no answer but to let time pass.

And so I did. While Esme focused on keeping the rickshaw in the proper direction and avoiding boulders and holes, I just stared at the world going by.

A euphoric smile popped onto my face. I sure had something to look forward to, didn’t I?

The flat side of an enormous mountain appeared. Trees covered the cliff at the top, and vines grew off the edge and reached all the way down. Another one of those magical barriers with glyphs on it came into view. Within, nestled at the base of the mountain, sat the hot spring.

It was not like the ones I’d seen in anime and JRPGs. It looked like an enormous lake surrounded by a jungle, with stone paths cutting through the jungle. Houses stood upon stilts near the paths. Some of the houses seemed to be standing over the lake itself, too. There were also wooden walls around some of the houses, which separated them from the public area of the hot spring. Just the privacy we sought.

It wasn’t too crowded. Several people stood inside the barrier on a stone path, wearing colorful, patterned longshirts that went down to their knees.

A lithe woman walked up to the barrier and said, “Welcome to Rakshana Springs!”

I whispered to Esme, “Do these folks dislike you, too?”

“They know who I am, but they’re nice enough to let me bathe here when it’s not too crowded, so long as I stay away from the others.”

“We’ll have our own private villa, in any case. Don’t worry about what anyone else thinks, all right?”

I walked up to the woman. “How much for a villa?”

“Today’s rate is fifty soulcores.”

We didn’t have nearly that many.

“For eighteen soulcores, could you at least give us an hour in a villa?” I asked.

The woman shook her head. “I’m afraid our minimum booking for a villa is eight hours. For overnight bookings, we charge a special rate of one hundred soulcores.”

Did we really have to kill a hundred monsters for one night in a villa?

I loomed closer to the woman, careful not to bump my head into the barrier. “Listen,” I whispered. “We just got soulbonded. Do us a favor, would you?”

The woman’s eyes lit up. “Congratulations! We actually do have a honeymoon package. Two nights in a villa along with a romantic dinner inside our world famous quartz cave.”

“And how much is that?”

“Seven goldcores.”

I sighed. “You’re not understanding me. We want something cheaper, not something more expensive.”

“I’m afraid the best we can do is provide you with public hot spring access.” The woman glanced at Esme, a hint of fear in her eyes. “Though as you’re soulbonded to a curseborn, you would have to stay at least fifty feet away from our other guests.”

“Don’t call her that.” I hardened my gaze. “I won’t have her disrespected to my face.”

“I meant no disrespect. Please forgive me. However, I don’t make the rules.”

I grunted in frustration and returned to Esme. “Those villas are ridiculously expensive. I mean, who can afford that?”

“Powerful warriors, merchants, ministers. Definitely not low-level scroungers like me.”

I didn’t want us to be low-level scroungers. I wouldn’t accept being at the bottom of the food chain.

“Esme, do you know of any area where we can kill a lot of low-level monsters really quickly? Like, where there are swarms of them?”

“Hmm. I might know such a place. What are you thinking?

“The red fez. You could wear it, lure all the monsters toward you, while I come from behind and,” I made slicing motions with my hand.

Esme giggled. “You’d use your soulbonded as bait? Some husband you are.”

If she was making jokes, then she must’ve liked the idea.

“Oh, don’t worry.” I glanced down at her breasts, which were too covered by her thin shirt for my liking. “I won’t let any monsters touch you. That’s a right only I have.”

Esme stuck her hand in her soul storage and pulled out the map. She unrolled it and tapped on a nearby spot, which to my eyes looked rather swampy. “It’s only thirty minutes away. A dense thicket of weak monsters.”

“Perfect. Let’s go.”

The swamp sat amid a clearing in the jungle. We parked the rickshaw outside and walked five minutes on foot through muddy ground. Butterflies fluttered about, except they were translucent and lights glowed inside them. I noticed squirrels on the branches patterned in purple and white stripes.

The monsters in the swamp came into view. I shuddered. Translucent flying jellyfish? Really? Ugh.

“What kind of attack do they do?” I asked Esme.

“No ranged attack, thankfully. But they can zap you with their tentacles. There’s a small paralysis effect, so it’s not pleasant, but it won’t kill you, either.”

There were swarms of flying jellyfish, which was exactly what I wanted. They spread out in clusters all through the swamp.

“Put on the fez,” I told her. “Or would you rather I wore it?”

“No, your attacks are way more powerful than mine. We ought to figure out our positioning.”

“You need a path of escape, just in case you draw too much agro for me to swiftly deal with. Best you stay at the swamp’s edge. I’ll stand about twenty yards inside the swamp, and as the jellyfish float by me toward you, I’ll just keep slicing and dicing.”

Esme cracked her knuckles. She stretched her arms and legs. Just watching her move her perfectly proportioned body made me harder than a forty-carat diamond. She resembled a gymnast, but with fat in all the right places. I would delight in taking her right here, even with these horrendous see-through jellyfish watching.

She looked at me and licked her lips. She traced her gaze down to my bulge. My face went red upon seeing just how much was showing.

But Esme wasn’t embarrassed. Something utterly carnal flashed in her eyes.

Esme wanted me as much as I wanted her. She must’ve had her own version of blue balls, whatever that felt like for a woman. She could barely control herself, too.

And knowing that she craved me as much as I craved her made this whole task so much more important. And more fun, too. We were a team. We were both willing to work hard for what we wanted: a special night – or at least eight hours – in a villa with a private hot spring.

“I’m gonna slay every fucking jellyfish in this God-forsaken bog,” I said. “Let’s do this.”

A euphoric smile spread across Esme’s face. She nodded and put the fez on. It was so utterly adorable on her. I just wanted to stand and stare, but the jellyfish already drifted our way.

I conjured my ice katana and slashed at the nearest one. It split in half, shadows oozing out. The soulcore dropped into the swamp, which wasn’t deep, so we could pick them up later.

As the jellyfish drifted by me toward her, I slashed and swiped and lunged and poked. I was an artist, a flayer, a slicer and dicer. It was so satisfying to slay a monster with a single, strong strike. Even better that Esme’s red hat made them ignore me, completely. After a few minutes, I’d killed dozens. The splash of their soulcores falling in the water was so satisfying.

Esme kept cheering me on. She was giddy with excitement. She would jump up and down whenever I executed a particularly stylish kill. I felt like I’d turned on God Mode in a hack and slash, or like I’d discovered a farming cheese in an MMO.

“Check this out,” I said while staring at a jellyfish. I was going to execute an aerial cut. I backed up and leaped.

And then Esme screamed.

I landed in the water, almost on my knees. I stumbled to my feet and swiveled around to see her.

I couldn’t spot Esme. All I could see was a giant gob of translucent blue. I gulped when I realized what it was: a giant jellyfish. About twenty times the size of the normal ones. Coming right at me.

“Fuck my mother,” I said.

A purple tentacle shot out of its underside and lashed at me. I dove into the slimy water, barely dodging it. Mossy liquid filled my nostrils and throat. I swam as far and fast as I could to the swamp’s edge.

I pushed my head out of the water. Spotted the red fez floating at the other end. Esme must’ve lost it when she dove in.

The giant jellyfish hadn’t noticed me pop up, and now hovered in the center of the swamp.

Something grabbed my foot. I almost screamed. Esme emerged out of the water.

Relief flooded me. I wanted to hug and kiss her, but this wasn’t the time.

“Where the hell did that thing come from?” I whispered.

“It’s an elite Jelly. It has a small chance of spawning whenever you kill a normal Jelly. I figured it wouldn’t be such a big deal… elite forms are rarely that much more powerful than the normal versions.”

“Just because it’s big doesn’t mean it’s powerful,” I said. “If we kill it, we’ll get a guaranteed goldcore. There’s also a chance it drops something rare, right?”

“Yup.” Esme bit her lip. “How do we kill it, though? I doubt we can freeze it. If we try to close in and slash it, it’ll hit us with its tentacles. The paralysis won’t be pretty.”

It was big, it floated, and its aggression made it difficult to close the distance. A powerful ranged attack could defeat it, but Esme hadn’t learned one yet, which meant I couldn’t learn one. We really needed to advance our soulbond, which I hoped to do in the hot spring.

All the soulcores we’d farmed to afford the hot spring were currently floating at the bottom of the swamp. We needed to murder this monstrosity to have any hope of collecting them.

“Know what I noticed?” I said. “The jellyfish never go in the water. All they do is float above it.”

“But that doesn’t mean they can’t go in the water.”

“True…” I couldn’t just rely on assumptions. I’d assumed the Soulless Warrior didn’t have a second form, and that had almost gotten both of us killed.

The giant jellyfish turned toward us and floated our way. We slinked to the edge of the swamp and lowered our heads as much as possible.

There must be a way to cheese it. There’s always a way to cheese it.

The fez floated by me, its tassel drenched.

“Is it attracted to the fez?” I said.

Esme nodded. “I’m pretty sure it only went for you after I ducked into the water.”

“It’s worth a shot, then. This time, I’ll put on the hat. I’ll run into the tree line, where it’s thickest. You collect all the soulcores in the meantime, so that even if we can’t defeat the fucker, we’ll at least take what we worked so hard for.”

Esme kissed my cheek. Then I dove down and went toward the fez. As soon as I was beneath it, I grabbed it and shot out of the water.

I swam toward the far edge of the swamp, yucky algae getting into my eyes and nose. I jumped out and put the hat on my head.

The giant jellyfish swiveled around and floated toward me, its dripping tentacles raised and ready. I backed away at the same pace as it approached, making sure it kept its focus on me. Behind the jellyfish, Esme waded through the waist-deep water and gathered the soulcores, tossing them into her soul storage.
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CALL ME "MASTER"


“You’re a big beastie, ain’t ya?” I said to the elite Jelly. “One day I’ll slice all your tentacles clean off. I’ll carve you up. Don’t think I’m not coming back for you.”

I backed into the tree line and had to watch my step, given that there were all manner of brambles, downed logs, and bushes in the jungle. The giant jellyfish pushed itself through the trees, it’s body contorting to fit through the gaps.

Slowly, I led it toward thicker and thicker tree growth, until I reached an area so thickly clustered that the jellyfish struggled to squeeze through. It seemed stuck. It flailed its tentacles at the branches, but that only caused them to get caught amid the brambles.

I conjured my ice katana. Slowly, I stepped toward a tentacle that was wrapped around the trunk of a tree. I swiped at it, hard as I could. Shadows spilled out as the tentacle flew clean off.

The jellyfish let out a high-pitched screech. That was my cue to hit it again. Even as it flailed about, I found opportunities to poke and slice. Shadows spurted out of it with every strike.

And then I jumped in the air and lunged at its body. A torrent of shadow erupted out of its center. The jellyfish exploded, shadows and yucky bits flying everywhere. It smelled like burned jam.

Something gold clattered onto the forest ground.

“I did it,” I said. “I killed the damn thing!”

Something else glimmered next to the goldcore. I picked it up: a crystal, translucent and blue.

Esme hurried over, her mouth stuck in an astonished gape.

“You really are incredible.” She kissed my cheek. “And clever.”

My ego had swelled enough. “I’ll remember from now on to always use the environment against our enemies, whenever I can.” I held up the blue crystal. “What does this do?”

“It’s a rare crafting ingredient. I’ll have to check my crafting book for the exact recipes that use it, but I’m pretty sure we can make an accessory out of it.”

“Accessory? Like rings or jewelry?”

“Yup. Depending on what we choose to make, it should give us a nice passive ability.”

That sounded amazing. But what I really wanted was to get out of this swamp and get into a totally different kind of water than what we’d been stuck in earlier. One that wasn’t slimy and cold.

“Let’s worry about that later. To the hot spring!”

Esme giggled with glee. “To the hot spring!”

We paid our goldcore and all our soulcores for a full twenty-four hours in a villa with our own private hot spring. While it seemed like a steep price at first, if we could advance our soulbond, I’d consider it money well spent. It didn’t matter what fancy gear we wore or how fast our mount was, if we couldn’t learn diverse kinds of abilities and increase the potency of our ice attacks, it would gate our progress.

I found it interesting that Esme didn’t have to physically hand over the cores. She transferred them directly from her soul storage to the resort’s soul storage. It worked almost like a bank transfer, which astounded me. Magic and technology really did resemble each other.

The first thing we did was check into our villa, half of which floated over the hot spring itself. A wooden wall surrounded the villa, giving us total peace and privacy. Inside, silk pillows were spread around the floor, and a massive floor bed sat against the far wall. The bedding was unbelievably soft, and it seemed to have almost as much support as a mattress. Candles throbbing softly in corner niches lit the entire space.

In the bathroom, a waterfall spurted out of a wide opening in the ceiling. It seemed there was no way to turn it off, which was fine with me. Everything worked differently here than back home, so why wouldn’t the plumbing?

After we looked around, I asked Esme, “You hungry?”

“Starved. How about a shower, then we head to the restaurant?”

“I’m game.”

My bones and muscles ached after the whole ordeal with the giant jellyfish. The tiredness had sadly extinguished some of my horniness. But the thought of taking a shower with Esme, and the realization that we were finally alone, finally able to do whatever we wanted to each other, sent my cock into a throbbing, erect state.

Esme looked down at my bulge, her tongue slightly out. “Can I touch it?”

“Is it your first time ever touching one?”

She nodded.

Then I’d have to make this special for her. Utterly unforgettable. But first, I’d have to figure out what she liked. My first instinct, based on all my interactions with her, was to assume that she loved when a man took charge. This entire time, she had no issue with me taking the lead whenever I could. She always supported me when I was decisive, even when my ideas were somewhat questionable.

First, I took her hand and placed it under my shirt. Then I slowly slid it down toward my cock, watching how she twitched with desire as it got closer. I stopped her hand just above my bulge.

“You want to touch it?” I asked.

“Yes.” She nodded fast, lust obviously overtaking all her emotions. “Please.”

I couldn’t just let her touch it. I had to make her earn it. That way, it would be so much more pleasurable for her.

“Get on your knees,” I said.

I grabbed a silk pillow and set it on the floor in front of me. She was shaking with excitement. She rested her knees on the pillow. Her lips lined up with my bulge. I could feel the heat of her heavy breaths on my tip.

“Not yet,” I said. I knew she wanted to do so many things to my cock. It would be like the first time I got to touch a woman’s breasts. She must’ve been thinking about cocks ever since puberty, and wondering what they would feel like, taste like. I wanted to tease out that longing as much as possible so this moment would be one of total satisfaction.

“Close your eyes. Don’t you dare open them until I say so.”

She did as ordered. I used the opportunity to take off all my clothes. She let out a sudden, excited breath at the sound of my pants coming off.

My erect cock pointed right at her lips, the gap between barely an inch. But I wouldn’t let her taste it just yet.

I took her hand, then slowly slid it up my thigh. Her breathing quickened as her hand got nearer.

“Good girl,” I said. “You’ve been so patient.”

“Thank you.”

“You’ll call me ‘Master’.”

“Thank you, Master.”

“Good girl.”

I slid her fingers onto my balls. She let out a moan of utter ecstasy. I led her fingers up to my shaft, and allowed her to grip my cock. She ran her hand all around the shaft and up to the tip. Despite the coolness of her hand, it felt so good.

“Good girl. I’m going to teach you how to pleasure a man properly.”

“Yes, Master. I’d like nothing more than to pleasure you.”

“Open your eyes.”

She took in the sight of my cock. She ran her fingers along it. With how much closer her lips were getting, I knew she wanted to taste it.

“Kiss the tip,” I said.

When her luscious lips landed on my tip, I couldn’t stop the shudder of delight that seized me. My knees almost buckled.

“Good girl,” I said, barely able to stay standing. I yearned to jam my cock into her mouth and get it all wet with her saliva. But I reminded myself to take it slow and make it special for her, so she could fully enjoy every moment of her first time. It would be a lifelong memory, after all.

She kissed the tip of my cock again, then rubbed her cheeks against it, then her forehead. She’d finally gotten the toy she wanted all her life, and she didn’t know what to do with it. Still, she was having so much fun, and I almost envied whatever she was feeling.

She ran her lips along my shaft and upward toward my tip, her tongue lightly caressing me. I couldn’t hold in my moans of pleasure. Though she obviously didn’t know any special technique, her animal instincts and the freedom with which she was indulging them made it so much more pleasurable for me.

“We’ll start with the tip,” I said. “Take it into your mouth.”

She placed her lips around my tip. She strummed her tongue all over the sides and the tip, as if she were licking a lollipop. I grabbed her hair and tugged lightly to guide her along. I could hardly keep up the game. I just wanted to be sucked dry.

“Use your tongue,” I said upon feeling the prick of her teeth. “Keep your jaw open.”

She opened her mouth wider. Her saliva bathed my cock as her tongue lathered it. Coming from someone so eager, so hungry, so astonishingly beautiful – both inside and out – it was by far the most pleasurable sex act I’d ever experienced.

“Pool some more saliva in your mouth and use more tongue,” I said. “Get it really, really wet.” Like a good girl, she drenched my cock with her saliva and used her tongue to spread the wetness all over.

“Now just slowly ease your mouth back and forth, and enjoy the taste with your tongue.”

She did exactly that. And she did it so slowly. So deliberately. She was savoring it. Not only that, she was thinking of my pleasure. I would’ve exploded if I wasn’t in nirvana.

I could’ve sworn that time itself ceased. That this moment of pleasure went on for an eternity. My cock in her mouth, all warm and wet, her tongue lathering my shaft, my tip against something really moist in the back of her throat. As she pulled outward and slid her tongue onto my tip, I knew it was the moment. The moment I felt I’d waited a lifetime for.

“I’m going to come,” I said. I wasn’t sure if she wanted me to come in her mouth, so I thought it wise to warn her.

But she didn’t take my cock out, like every single one of my past girlfriends would. Instead, she placed her hand on the base of my shaft, and then focused her tongue and lips on my tip.

And then it was like a star exploded. Supernova. As if by instinct, she knew the perfect moment to suck and slurp my tip, in order to draw out all my seed. I shuddered with such pleasure that my soul itself must’ve been in her mouth.

I couldn’t even keep my eyes open. I almost went limp. I grabbed the wall to stay standing. All my cum flowed into her mouth. I felt like a god who’d just awoken.

I looked down and saw my cum dripping from her lips. With my still-erect cock, I brushed it back into her mouth. She eagerly slurped it, said, “mmm,” and swallowed everything in one big gulp.


10






CHICKEN NUGGETS


I lay down to catch my breath while Esme showered. Then I showered too, enjoying the waterfall that came out of the wall. After, we went to one of the restaurants in the resort, which was on a little dock that extended into the lake.

I realized then that I hadn’t asked her to take off her clothes during the blow job. I’d been so tired afterward, I’d foolishly forgotten to sneak a peek at her in the shower.

The thought that I hadn’t gotten to see her breasts and ass was honestly bothersome. What if I died this second? How could I forgive myself for not having seen her naked?

My desires were not wholly satisfied. I yearned for round two. I hoped we’d have plenty of time later tonight.

The things I wanted to do to her, to someone so willing and submissive, someone who wanted nothing more than to satisfy me… Let’s just say I doubted we’d be getting much sleep.

While the mystery remained, I could fantasize about what she looked like under that little skirt and thin shirt. What she’d put on after showering featured a darker shade of blue than her earlier clothes, which meant she had a wardrobe in her soul storage.

The server brought us two menus; each was just one page of parchment attached to a thin slab of stone. Ah, how nice to be in a place with physical menus. I despised having to scan QR codes whenever I went out to eat back on Earth. Hell, it was nice not having a phone and constantly being bothered by nonsense, or tempted to mindlessly scroll. I could fully focus on the moment, and the person I shared it with.

I glanced at the menu items. “Baked squirrel in verjuice sauce? Tofu-crusted jelly squid? What in the blue hell?”

Esme giggled in her utterly girlish way. “These are delicacies here.”

I scanned the menu looking for anything normal. Anything edible. “Mouse kebab with turnips! How the hell are mice a delicacy?”

“You don’t eat mice back on your world?”

“Not unless there’s a famine.”

Esme waved to the server. “Can you get him a kid’s menu?”

“K-Kid’s menu?” I said.

The server handed me a smaller menu on a smaller stone tablet.

“Chicken n… oh thank God… chicken nuggets.” I let out a sigh of relief.

“Would you like the chicken nuggets, sir?” the server asked, clasping her hands.

I nodded. “Sure.”

“And what about you, miss?”

“I’ll take the pineapple and granola salad.”

“You’re going to eat salad for dinner?” I said. “Really?”

Esme smirked. “How do you think I stay this fit?”

“By hunting monsters?”

“I also watch what I eat.”

“And what would you like to drink?” the server asked.

I hadn’t even looked at the drinks section of the menu. “Do you have coffee?”

“Of course, sir.”

“I’ll have the same,” Esme said.

Perfect. She wasn’t interested in sleeping tonight, either.

“Just to make sure,” I said, “by chicken, you mean the feathered animal that goes buck-buck-buck-buck.”

“Yes…” the server looked at me sideways. “Is there some other kind of chicken?”

“And coffee is a bitter, black drink that keeps you alert, right?”

The server nodded.

I breathed out in relief. While I was excited to be in a new place with its own unique cuisine, I was always a somewhat picky eater, with a strong preference for comfort foods like pepperoni pizza. Trying mouse kebab on my second day was perhaps rushing it.

Esme had this relaxed smile on her face. She was still buzzing from what we’d done earlier. Seeing her so satisfied made me that much more satisfied, adding a layer of triumph on top of the pleasure.

The silence wasn’t awkward, either. We’d done something that allowed us to be more comfortable with each other. We’d broken through the ice in an explosive way. And we were only getting started.

“Do you have places like this on your world?” she asked.

“I know they have hot springs in Japan — they call them onsens — not that I’ve ever been. Oh, and in Yellowstone Park, though those will boil you to the bone.”

“Such strange names. I’d like to visit your world, some day.”

“You might be disappointed. For all our technology, there’s nothing quite as cool as soul storage and soul cabins.”

“Really? So how do you bring your stuff with you when you travel?”

“We lug everything around in these big, wheeled cases.”

“Sounds inconvenient. Do you have a mount?”

“I do. But it runs on something called gasoline, and I can barely get it to turn on lately. Hunk of fucking junk. I was thinking of buying an electric mount, actually. Electricity is basically our magic.”

“Are you a master of electricity over there?”

I chuckled. “I suppose we call such people electricians. And no, I’m not one.”

“What were you?”

“I was a teacher.”

She gasped. “Incredible. I can’t believe it. No wonder Sherry chose you!”

“Why? Teaching 7th graders algebra is nothing special.”

“Nothing special? In our world, teachers are revered as founts of knowledge and practitioners of selflessness. Just being given the opportunity to touch your teacher’s feet is a great honor. Sherry must’ve noticed how much you cared about your students. It must be why she chose you.”

Had she been watching me at school before she summoned the meteor that killed me and brought me here? I suppose I’d have to ask her whenever I saw her.

I grinned. “You’re my teacher here, aren’t you, Esme?”

“I suppose. Would you like to touch my feet?”

I wasn’t really into feet. Besides, I don’t think Esme meant it that way, despite the sly grin on her face.

“I’d like to touch every inch of you. Lick every inch of you. And I assuredly will, for dessert.”

Her cheeks reddened. “Yes, Master Remy.” Her words were drenched in innocence. It got me rock hard again.

The server brought our coffees in these hefty stone mugs. I took a sip: the bitterness really lingered, almost like Turkish coffee, though less punchy. Overall, I found my first caffeinated beverage in this strange, new world quite satisfying.

Sitting beneath the dim stars with the most beautiful woman I’d ever beheld, a sense of euphoria took me. I felt as if I were enjoying my honeymoon with someone I’d known my entire life, even though we’d just met yesterday.

The server brought Esme’s salad and my chicken nuggets. “Enjoy.”

I nibbled the edge of a nugget, fearing a culinary surprise. The breading had this tandoori flavor, like the grilled chicken I’d eaten at an Indian restaurant once. I devoured the entire thing. Not bad at all.

Esme took a big piece of lettuce, clumped some of the other colorful ingredients in there, then popped it into her mouth. There was no cutlery. Another thing I’d have to adjust to.

“Mmm.” She finished chewing. “How’s yours?”

I slurped some coffee. “I’m happy with it.”

“Want to try some of mine?”

“Sure.”

She clumped some salad in her hand and fed me. I chewed it slowly. The bizarre flavors burst onto my taste buds. Why pineapple? What was this spice that tasted like a chili copper coin? And who thought it was a good idea to add a gelatinous sauce that reminded me of blue Jell-o?

Worst of all, none of it made sense all mushed together in my mouth.

“Well?” Esme seemed so eager.

“It’s… uhh… “ I swallowed everything. “Maybe it’ll grow on me?”

“I’m sorry, Remy.” She pouted.

“I’m more used to eating bland stuff, to be honest.”

“Do you cook for yourself?”

“Of course. Eating out more than once a week is way too expensive. Can’t say I tried too hard to make my food all that interesting, though. I’m a simple man who likes simple flavors.”

“I’ve got a flavor for you to try, a little later.” Esme caressed my shin with her stocking-covered toes, then trailed higher toward my inner thigh. All my blood surged into my penis. My tip hit the underside of the table. The friction was almost enough to make me come.

I didn’t want to erupt like a volcano at dinner. I ought to think about other things, at least until dessert.

Esme smirked and retracted her foot. She refocused on her meal.
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DO YOU BELIEVE IN FATE?


Given how much our relationship had grown, I wondered why our soulbond hadn’t level up. My hunch was that I needed to check every relationship-advancement box: the mental, emotional, and physical connections. We were definitely making progress on all fronts, though we hadn’t crossed all the thresholds yet.

I took Esme’s hand. Like most men of my generation and background, I wasn’t raised to be comfortable with my feelings. Or to even know what I was feeling, beyond the obvious physical stuff. Something definitely stirred in my heart, I just didn’t know how to express it eloquently. Worse than that, I feared that if I did express it, it would sound cheesy.

Esme looked into my eyes and smiled kindly. “You don’t need to hold back. We are soulbonded. Whatever you want to say, I want to hear.”

She was so intuitive, wasn’t she? Some people were just good at reading others. While I could read her feelings by manifesting our tether — an obvious relationship cheat code — she could do so just by looking into my eyes.

But could I really be vulnerable with her? Would she really not judge me? Back on Earth, if I told a girl what I was feeling on our second date, she’d most likely ghost me. In our culture, men weren’t supposed to have feelings. It made us seem weak.

But this was a completely new world, with a different cuisine and culture. I ought to test the waters.

“I… I’m having such a good time with you, Esme. To be honest, I don’t think I’ve ever had so much fun in my life.”

“Really?” She smiled. “I’m honestly surprised. Others tend to regard me as serious and boring.”

“You’re not in the least.”

“I think it’s because you bring out the best in me, Remy. I’ve never felt so comfortable around someone. I feel I can finally let my guard down.”

“Likewise.”

“I feel like I can be myself. Express everything I’m thinking. And most of all, I feel safe.”

I wanted to lean over and kiss those soft, pink lips, but there was too much table between us.

Everything she’d said stirred my own feelings. “I’m so glad I died and was brought here. I’m so glad it was you who found me.”

“Do you think it was fated? Do you believe in such a thing?”

“I don’t know. Do you?”

“I always thought it was fate that made me a curseborn. That it was something I could never escape. But now, for the first time, I feel like maybe I can escape it. Maybe I can have a better life. With you.”

“Then forget fate. It’s what we decide to do together that’ll make all the difference.”

She nodded. “You’re so right, Remy. For the first time, I feel like I can go against the grain. It’s all thanks to your strength.”

Well, what was left to say? I think on an emotional level, we’d advanced as much as was healthy in two days. On a mental level, we still needed to get to know each other more. As for the physical dimension, she was technically still a virgin. I’d have to change that tonight.

We chatted and ate and laughed. I told her more about Earth, and she told me more about Lumaria. I didn’t want to ask about anything painful, like her childhood, so avoided delicate subjects. I wanted to keep her smiling and laughing and enjoying this honeymoon. We could approach deeper, more painful topics later.

After we finished eating, we took a walk around the resort. There were many paths leading to different areas of the hot spring. The public hot spring wasn’t too crowded, with small groups and families enjoying the steamy water. There were other restaurants, too, and I was particularly interested in the restaurant inside one of the big caves at the mountainside. Perhaps we could eat there tomorrow, before we checked out.

We returned to our villa. It was time to actually enjoy the hot spring itself. After stripping, I dipped my toes in. Hot! Slowly, I submerged my whole body, enjoying the steam on my skin.

I eagerly watched as Esme removed her clothing. With only her pink panties and a white shirt on, she pulled off her shirt, exposing her deliciously flat midriff. Her breasts popped out.

Perky and perfect. Bigger than you’d expect for her athletic body, especially given how narrow her waist was. I could probably cup one in my hand and almost fully grasp it. Her nipples stood erect like pencil erasers.

She stared at me and slid down her panties, revealing what I could tell was a tight pussy beneath a shaved crotch. I wanted to lick those folds and hear her moan.

I made a twirling motion with my hand.

“As you wish, Master.” She twirled slowly. Athletic women tend to have flatter asses, but hers was thick for her size, with just the right amount of excess fat to grab onto when I’d be thrusting inside her later. There wasn’t a hint of sag anywhere on her body, especially her tits and ass, which seemed to have been sculpted by Michelangelo himself.

“Get in here,” I ordered. “Now.”

“Yes, Master.” She put one foot in, then let out a gasp. “It’s hot.”

“Not as hot as you.”

She giggled, then slowly got in the waist-deep water. “Let’s relax in here for thirty minutes, then get into the cold pool.”

I looked at the pool across from us, which was separated by a thick layer of stone. “Ah, so that’s why there’s two sections.”

She came to my front. I kissed her. I let the animal in me lead, massaging her tongue and nibbling on her lips. Her moans made me want to fuck her right here. I let my erect cock poke her crotch, the texture of her close shave on my tip.

I reminded myself that she was a virgin. It would be painful when I entered her, and doing it in the water would make the experience more unpleasant.

So I reigned in the animal inside me. But not before grabbing her left ass cheek with one hand and taking her right breast fully in the other.

We made out. We enjoyed each other’s tongues for a good ten minutes while our hands went wherever they wanted, short of me penetrating her. We relaxed in our pleasuring of each other. It became less animalistic and more intentional. More loving. Though my dick stayed erect, our slow kissing soothed my overwhelming need to ejaculate.

The way she kissed me… I felt so cared for. It was as if her kisses were transmitting her feelings. It went beyond the carnal and into something that was almost spiritual. Something transcendent.

Eventually, our mouths and tongues and lips grew tired. So we relaxed in the hot water and chatted. When thirty minutes passed, we got out of the hot pool and faced the cold pool.

I dipped my toe in. Freezing! Especially after coming from such comforting warmth.

“You first?” I said to Esme.

She dipped her toe in and laughed. “That’s ice cold.”

“We have to jump in. It’s the only way. Like ripping off a bandaid.”

Unlike with the hot pool, which you could slowly adjust to, there was no adjusting to such biting cold without submerging your entire body. Go deep or go home.

“I’m not that brave,” Esme said.

“Let’s do it at the same time, then.”

“Okay.”

“On the count of three, we both jump. Ready?”

Esme nodded.

“One. Two. Three!”

I jumped. But Esme remained standing. I splashed into the ice cold water. It wasn’t as bitter and uncomfortable as I expected. In fact, it was exhilarating! The cold washed over me, biting into my muscles and bones. Going from the hot pool to this, so suddenly, sent a burst of adrenaline through me.

“You cheater!” I said. “I’m going to punish you for that later. Now get in!”

Esme giggled.

“Come on. It’s awesome!”

She jumped in with a scream. Splash!

We both laughed once her head shot up above the water.

“Refreshing, isn’t it?” I asked.

“So nice.”

We enjoyed fifteen minutes in the cold pool, then went back to the hot pool. We repeated this pattern for two hours, until it was time for the main event.
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FIRST TIME


We took a shower together. Beneath the waterfall coming out of the wall, I sucked her nipples and rubbed my throbbing cock against her crotch. We dried off and went to the floor bed.

While it felt momentous for me, it must’ve been even more special for her. This would be her first time, after all. Luckily it was with someone she professed to adore. My first time hadn’t been quite so special. It was with someone I’d sort of settled for and decided was good enough to do the deed with. I was a freshman in college, and perhaps too eager to toss my virginity card in the trash.

Not that I’m complaining. Sex is sex and it felt really good. But I wanted to give Esme what I never got and could now never have. I wanted to make her first time utterly magical. Transcendent. Intensely pleasurable, even though there would doubtless be some pain. I was going to focus on her pleasure, and in doing so, derive my own.

Esme lay on her back. I handed her a silk pillow to rest her head on. Then I put her legs up and spread them.

I caressed the outside of her thigh, then the inside, keeping my eyes on hers. I so loved how her eyelids went heavy, how her cheeks twitched, and how she moaned so softly.

I rubbed my fingers around her deliciously tight, pink pussy. Her legs shook with delight. I hoped to drive her mad with lust until she burned from within.

I adored how her pussy got wetter as I rounded it with my fingers. I stroked the folds and enjoyed the moistness. Then I leaned in and kissed her on the mouth. I massaged her tongue with mine, and gently inserted my finger inside her narrow hole. She moaned even as she kissed me, her whole body shaking.

I trailed my kisses down to her chin, then her neck, as I slowly pushed my finger deeper. She was gushing down there, so I knew it wouldn’t be long before I could properly enter her. I trailed my kisses further down to her breasts and gave her nipples a light bite. Then I rotated my tongue around her nipples, enjoying the softness of her breasts. Finally, I found the depth of her pussy with my finger, all while sucking on her breasts.

I pulled out my finger, grabbed my dick, and softly inserted the tip between her gushing folds.

She moaned with uncontrollable pleasure. It went in smooth, as if I were sliding a sword into an oiled scabbard. I kept going until she let out an exasperated breath, indicating pain.

That was how deep I could go with my cock, for today. I softly pulled out as she relaxed. When my tip touched the lips of her pussy, I pushed inward again. Though it was a shallow thrust and therefore not immediately satisfying, seeing ecstasy light up her eyes gave me all the pleasure I needed.

I repeated my shallow thrusts, getting into a rhythm, always careful not to go too deep, lest her pleasure transform into pain. Her forehead and cheeks got red and sweaty, and she was already staring at me with exhaustion. Perhaps it still hurt somewhat for her, but she was trying to hide her pain for my sake.

I slowed my thrusts and hovered my head over hers. I stuck my tongue in her mouth and massaged her nipples. I wanted her to relax. I wanted her to know I wouldn’t hurt her. While I was certain that Esme was the type to enjoy rougher sex eventually, we’d have to take it slow.

I gently moved my tip around the insides of her drenched pussy, noticing when her face would settle into pleasure, and then doing more of those movements. She grabbed my behind and pushed ever so slightly, indicating that she wanted me deeper.

She wanted to break through the pain, so I slid it in, the warmth and tightness such a perfect caress.

Esme let out a pained moan, but still continued to tug on my behind. I pushed my cock in deep and hit the moistest part. Now her moan was one of total pleasure. I slowly slid my cock in and out, kissing her all the while.

Her legs began to vibrate. A wave of wetness overtook my cock. She was about to come, so I thrust it in deeper, grabbed one of her breasts, and caressed her tongue with mine. I pulled her up into an embrace, then slowly bobbed her up and down as she screamed out in pleasure. The whole resort must’ve heard. My crotch got wet as a river of her juices slid down my dick.

Our tether appeared, glowing blue between us. It shimmered like starlight. It brightened until it outshone the candles in the room.

Ecstasy seized my muscles and bones. Euphoria flooded me. Though I hadn’t been close to coming, my dick erupted. I spasmed with delight. The sensations of pleasure were coming from her and feeding into the tether. As I experienced her orgasm, I had one of my own.

Another torrent of juices engulfed my dick, and I could feel her muscles clenching on my tip. I stuck my tongue in her mouth as her pussy gushed. I erupted again, my seed filling her, our orgasms coming in unison.

Was she feeling my orgasm as I felt hers? Was our pleasure compounding because of the tether?

I couldn’t even think. I drowned in an ocean of ecstasy. Every cell in my body felt like it was having its own orgasm. My balls drained completely as I exploded inside her, again. I wasn’t a teenager anymore, so how could I come three times within a minute?

My cum was all over her, and her juices were all over me. We’d stained the bed sheets, too.

Our tongues found each other’s mouths. My hands delighted in her body, flitting across her ass cheeks and into her crack, clutching the fat of her thighs, grabbing her soft breasts.

SOULBOND OF ICE LEVEL 2 UNLOCKED

NAME: Esme

CLASS: Ice Rogue

Strength: 3 -> 4

Intelligence: 3 -> 4

Agility: 5 -> 7

Endurance: 2 -> 3

Vigor: 1

Mind: 1

Luck: 2

ICE ABILITIES STRENGTHENED

NEW ICE ABILITY UNLOCKED

The tether disappeared. The candles blew out. The room went dark.

As I began to regain my sense of self, all I heard was her rapid breathing. All I felt was my heart, thudding against my rib cage as if it wanted to burst.

My dick hurt. It hurt like when you masturbate three or four times in the span of an hour. I gently lifted her off it as it finally went limp.

Esme whimpered, obviously in some pain.

“Are you okay?” I asked, unsure what the hell had just happened.

“It stings, but I’m okay.”

“It might ache for the rest of the night. And tomorrow, too. That’s normal.”

“It’s fine, really.”

“What the hell was that with our tether? Were you feeling me, too?”

“I think so. And I think… I think our soulbond just leveled up.”

Well, those big bold words that appeared across my vision earlier had confirmed that.

I didn’t have the energy to go to the bathroom to wash. Instead, I just lay next to her. We were both so sweaty, but her sweat smelled like blueberry jam. She rested her head on my shoulder. I kissed her forehead and put my arm around her.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

“There’s no need to thank me.”

“I never imagined it would be so good. I know it’s only because of you. So I do need to thank you.”

“I had an incredible time too.”

“But all I did was lay there. I’m sorry. It was a bit overwhelming. Next time, I’ll be more active.”

I stroked her luscious blue hair. “It was your first time. I didn’t expect you to do anything. And you took it so well.”

“It was painful at first, but then it felt so good to have you deep inside me. I can’t really describe the feeling. It was like I found a part of myself I’d been missing all my life. I felt complete and fulfilled, in that moment.”

“I sort of got a glimpse of that when our soul tether appeared. I’ve never felt anything so intense. Even now… I’m at a loss for words.”

It was a spiritual experience, of that I was certain. It was not just sex. Sure, there was the animal aspect. On top of that was the human affection we felt for each other. But when our soul tether appeared and began lighting up, the intensity of everything compounded between us. No doubt in my mind, it was something divine.
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GARGOYLE GUARDS


I slept deeper and longer than I had in a long time. In the morning, we showered and enjoyed a dip in the hot spring.

“So now that our soulbond leveled up, what did we gain?” I asked.

Esme sat naked in the shallow part of the hot pool and combed her lovely, blue locks. “We gained an ability. And all our ice attacks got stronger.”

“What ability?”

She put the brush down. She closed her eyes and raised her hands, palms open and ready to receive.

Motes of light coalesced to produce a bow, the color of ice. It was shaped like something I’d seen in a documentary about Mongolian horse archers. Esme aimed it forward and pulled the bowstring. An ice arrow materialized when she did.

“Holy shit,” I blurted out.

She let the string go limp. The ice arrow and bow vanished.

“I always wanted a ranged weapon.” Esme grinned with delight.

“Imagine all the abilities we could learn just by talking to each other. And fucking, of course.”

She giggled. “Plenty of monsters are immune to missile attacks, so don’t neglect the trusty katana just because we’ve got a shiny new ability.”

“One of us could wield the katana, while the other shoots arrows. If we play different roles, we can optimize our progress. And have fun, of course.”

Esme nodded.

I rubbed my hands in excitement. Since we’d also powered up, it would now take fewer hits with the katana to kill an enemy. While we weren’t quite ready to challenge the Soulless Warrior again, we could certainly attempt something rewarding. If we came across a piece of gear or useful crafting material, we could continue to get stronger, even while our soulbond remained at its current level.

We enjoyed breakfast in the restaurant inside the cave. I’d never eaten inside a cave before, so it was surreal to see all the moist stalactites and stalagmites above our heads, and even hanging quartz formations, all lit by torches. I had fried eggs while Esme got another salad.

It was time to checkout. I hoped there would come a day when it wouldn’t cost us so much in farming time and effort to stay at an onsen. If we worked hard and got stronger, we’d be so overflowing with soulcores, paying a hundred for a night of luxury and divine sex would be like buying a pack of gum at the store.

Esme reached into her soul storage and pulled out the brown orb that contained the rickshaw, along with a map.

She unfolded the map and tapped on something that she’d circled. “Let’s go here. It was a royal palace before the Cataclysm. Now it’s a haven for monsters. I scouted it out a few weeks ago. Many of the monsters are weak to ice. And many of them can fly, which means they’re likely weak to missile attacks, too.”

“Sounds fun.”

“Don’t get too excited. I saw undead knights, and these weird gargoyles with knives for claws.”

I shuddered. “Wish I’d taken archery in high school.”

“What did you take, instead?”

“Soccer.”

“What’s that?”

“You kick a ball around a field.”

Esme rubbed her chin. “Why would you do that?”

“Good question.”

“Anyway, those monsters are guarding something good. I can feel it. And I want it, whatever it is.”

I loved Esme’s hunger for treasure. The thought of exploring a monster-infested palace, especially since we’d gained an ability and strengthened all our powers, amped me up.

“Do you think we need to buy more items, or are we prepared?” I asked. “Got enough healing potions and soul cabins?”

“It never hurts to be more prepared. I can hoard a lot of stuff in my soul storage, but we don’t actually have any soulcores left.”

“Good point. I just don’t want to have to make another tactical retreat. Thinking about that treasure we left behind gives me blue balls.”

“Unlike that dungeon, the palace won’t be quite as linear. So even if we leave, we should be able to return and pick up where we left off.”

“Then let’s go. If we hit a wall or strain our supplies, we can always retreat and come back.”

We rode across the grassy landscape until a hill came into view. Below the hill lay a ruined city. Vines covered the stone hovels and three-story tenements, with trees sprouting amid shattered streets.

Upon the hill sat the palace. It was towering and built of gray stone, with huge walls and parapets.

“A prince used to live there before the Shadowsoul descended,” Esme said. “My caretaker told me that when the Cataclysm began and monsters overran the world, the prince refused to leave, haughtily believing that his high stone walls would keep him safe. They say his spirit is still trapped there, haunting the halls and chambers.”

“Has no one gone in there since?”

“No one wants to go near a cursed, monster-infested place like that. Well, aside from curseborns like me.”

“Maybe the minions of the Shadowsoul are keeping something there, like an amazing treasure.”

“I hope so.”

We got off the rickshaw at the first cluster of broken houses. The mount turned into twinkling motes of light, then coalesced into the brown orb. Esme picked it up and put it in her soul storage.

I studied the ruined city. A gargoyle-looking creature sat on the roof of a nearby stone hovel. I pointed to it.

“What’s that ugly thing?”

“A Gargoyle Guard. They’re not the worst thing here, by far.”

I couldn’t hit it with an ice arrow from this distance. Would be nice if I could jump on the roofs of the houses, so I could aim across instead of upward.

“Esme, is there any item that could give us the ability to jump high or fly?”

“Yup, shoes you can craft or buy. Let’s look it up later.”

We both approached the Gargoyle Guard. I conjured the ice bow for the first time. I loved how weightless it felt in my hands, yet how taut the string got when I nocked and drew an arrow.

Once we were about twenty feet away, I gave Esme a nod. I lined up my ice arrow at the gargoyle and loosed.

The ugly thing’s eyes bulged. It jumped straight up as the arrow arced beneath it.

“Shit,” I said.

It fluttered in the air, its wings like that of a bat, then swooped down in our direction, claws forward.

I waited for it to get closer, then shot another arrow. Esme did too. They pierced the creature’s wing, shadows erupting. The Gargoyle Guard released a shrill cry, then continued to fly toward us.

I conjured my katana and sliced it in half as it passed. Shadows shot out of it. Its soulcore clattered onto the broken stone.

Esme picked up the soulcore. “That would’ve been so much more difficult yesterday.”

“It was almost too easy. Could it not sense how much more powerful we were? Why fly toward us and not away?”

“Some minions just act on instinct. Most can’t tell how powerful you are.”

“Good.” I cracked my knuckles. “This’ll be fun.”

“Let’s not get too carried away. We’re not even in the palace, yet. That’s when the dungeon truly begins.”

I nudged Esme lightly with my elbow. “I think after what we accomplished last night, we deserve to revel in our power a bit.”

She giggled. “I’d love to accomplish more, later.”

My erection stood straighter than my katana. It was as if my dick had ears. “How am I going to fight if you’re making me horny?”

“You made me horny first. The deftness with which you sliced that thing in half… do you realize what that did to me? It’s uncomfortable being so wet, under here.”

The thought of her pussy getting warm and wet made my cock ravenous. “It’s not comfortable being so rock hard, either.”

Esme crossed her arms. “So how do we solve this?”

I gestured toward a house. “Quickie before we really begin?”

Minutes later, I was pounding her doggy style, her panties down to her ankles and hands gripping the windowsill. I entered her slowly because it was only her second time, but she encouraged me to go harder and deeper. So I did. All the monsters in the ruined city must’ve heard her moans.

I came inside her with the force of a gushing river. Then we put our clothes back on and truly began our dungeon dive.
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FALL DAMAGE


We spotted another gargoyle just outside the house. Had it been waiting for us? Esme used Ice Blast to freeze it, and I sliced its head clean off.

As we made our way toward the hill the palace sat on, we killed more Guard Gargoyles. They weren’t very good guards. I shot one off a roof with an ice arrow, and was surprised to hear two distinct clattering sounds.

Along with its soulcore, the Guard Gargoyle had dropped what resembled a small bar of dark gray metal.

“It’s a darksteel ingot,” Esme said upon picking it up. “There’s a low chance a Guard Gargoyle drops one. We can make accessories with it.”

“Another crafting material, like that crystal we got from the elite Jelly.”

“Indeed. We should definitely do some crafting after this.”

“I’m down.”

“Down? Why are you down? Did you fall?”

“Sorry, it’s slang where I’m from. What I mean is, I’m all for it.”

“Oh.” Esme giggled. “I like it, actually. I’m down.”

“Yeah. It’s one of those rare slang that has stood the test of time, back in my world.”

“I see. I’m down.”

“Uhh…” I didn’t want to tell her she’d misused the phrase, since it was so cute when she said it. “I’m down to slay some monsters and find the treasure.”

“I’m down.”

“Okay, that’s enough.” I lightly pinched her pinkened cheek.

She smiled. “Yes, Master Remy.”

“Don’t start that. I may get hard again.”

“You never run out, do you?”

I shrugged. “A bit of focus will go a long way.”

“All right, I’ll stop.” She giggled.

We continued toward the castle on the hill, slaying Guard Gargoyles the while. Though they were good at dodging our arrows from a distance, they barely reacted when we shot at them up close. We even picked up a few more darksteel ingots.

Finally, we reached the base of the hill, and now had to climb it. The sky had gotten cloudier. Wind whipped up Esme’s hair and blew grass and leaves down from the hill.

The ascent wasn’t too steep, and the winding path was paved. After taking a few steps, we spotted another enemy.

A Headless Knight. It held a shield in one hand and a big, crusader-style sword in the other. It was covered in chainmail, with some dark gray plate around the knees and a thick gorget around its neck.

It reminded me of the Soulless Warrior.

Esme and I crouched so it wouldn’t spot us.

“That thing looks strong,” I said with a gulp.

“It’s a long-dead palace guard, its corpse animated by the Shadowsoul. Anytime the Shadowsoul reanimates something once dead to fight for it, it’s not going to be easy to kill. And it might even possess the cleverness of its former self.”

“We need a plan,” I said. “With it blocking the way, we’re not getting to the palace unless we take it out.”

“We still don’t have a piercing weapon. The katana won’t cut through that plate, even with lunging attacks. And the ice arrows will be all but useless.”

I couldn’t spot a single gap in its chainmail. It was the first enemy I’d noticed using a shield, which likely meant it could deflect and parry attacks, which would leave us open to getting hit.

I remembered what I’d told myself: Use the environment to gain an advantage.

“Heavily armored enemies are slow,” I said. “That means we should be able to run by it.”

“But if we don’t defeat it, it’s going to follow us into the palace. It’ll stalk us and we’ll have to constantly watch our backs. If there are more of them inside, they could surround us.”

“Oh, we’re going to defeat it. We’re going to push it off the top of the hill. Kill it with fall damage.”

Esme beamed. “Clever. Let’s try.”

“Are you down, Esme?”

“He’ll be down, not me.”

I laughed.

We stepped toward the Headless Knight. Esme shot an Ice Blast at it while I loosed an ice arrow. No shadows erupted off the impact. Its armor kept it at full health.

The knight held its shield forward and raised its sword. Given that we couldn’t even pierce its armor, the shield almost seemed overkill. Or rather, overprotective.

As it approached, Esme and I took off and ran by it from different directions. The Headless Knight swiveled and trudged after us, moving at half our speed, its armor clanking with every step.

We jogged up the winding path of the hill, the city looking smaller and smaller beneath us. Once we’d gotten high enough for a fall to obviously be incapacitating, we stopped and waited for the knight to catch up.

“One of us should stand at the edge,” I said, “while the other gets ready to push it from behind.”

“You’re going to use your wife as bait, again?”

“You’re more agile than me!”

“I know. I’ll be your bait. I wouldn’t want to displease you, Master Remy.”

“Don’t start that now!”

I focused on the Headless Knight so I wouldn’t get hard. I backed away so the knight would agro Esme. She ran over to the edge of the ascending hill path. My heart started to beat fast; if she lost her balance or timed her dodge late, she’d fall, too.

No, she was way too agile for that. I could trust Esme to do her part.

As soon as the Headless Knight lunged at her, I ran forward, ready to shoulder charge it. Esme slid just under its swipe.

I rammed it, my shoulder impacting its plate armor. The knight tripped forward and flew off the edge, toward the city below.

Thud. I looked down and saw a torrent of shadow billow like smoke.

We’d done it. We’d executed the plan perfectly.

“Got ‘em!” I said with a grin.

I couldn’t see what it’d dropped, but it shimmered. The more I stared at it, the more golden it seemed.

“Should we get that goldcore now, or come back for it?”

It was a long way down, and I was no fan of backtracking.

“It’s your decision,” Esme said. She came close to my ear and whispered, “Master.”

Damn it. I did my best to ignore my swelling cock. “Let’s get it later.”

“Up and onward, then.”

My erect cock began to poison my thoughts. I let Esme lead so I could stare at her ass. The way her short skirt rounded her ever-so-plump ass cheeks was just divine. I should’ve been on the watch for more monsters, but God damn…

Was it even possible to not be hard in her presence? Was there some sort of potion I could craft to make me less horny? Progress was going to be difficult.

Last night, I’d nutted inside of her four times in the span of seconds. And I’d just nutted another one inside of her a short while ago. No amount of nutting would save me, it seemed, so best I learned to explore dungeons and fight monsters with an insatiable cock.

We reached the top of the hill. The palace stood at our front, its thick walls guarding its bulging towers. We approached the iron grate that led into the courtyard. It wouldn’t open, no matter how much I pushed and pulled.

“Of course it’s locked,” I said. “Can’t ever make things easy.”

“The harder the trial, the better the reward, right?”

“Right.”

We walked the length of the wall, which itself was the height of a five-story building. There didn’t seem to be a break that we could crawl through, nor any kind of way up.

“I’ve got an idea.” Esme snapped her fingers. “Let’s go make jumping shoes. Then we can come back and scale the wall.”

“Ugh. I hate the idea of leaving.”

“Don’t worry. I’ve got just the thing.”

Esme reached into her soul storage and pulled out an orange orb.

“What does that do?” I asked.

“It’s a bridging orb. They’re pretty expensive. I’ve been holding onto this one for years, but I think it’s the perfect time to finally use it. It’ll allow us to create a connection with this area in soul space, so we can return here whenever we want.”

“You mean teleport?”

“Well, sort of. It disappears after a single use, so it’s not like we can teleport at will whenever we want.”

“Sounds useful enough.”

Esme tossed the orange orb onto the ground. The orb opened, and mist seeped out of it. The mist solidified into the shape of a door. An orange glyph glowed upon it.

“We can’t actually enter this door,” she said while picking up the orb, “so we’ll have to walk back the way we came.”

“Makes sense. It has no end point. Also, I haven’t forgotten about that goldcore.”

We retraced our steps down the hill, got our goldcore, and killed another dozen or so Gargoyle Guards, collecting more soulcores and darksteel ingots. Once we’d cleared the city grounds, Esme grabbed a book from her soul storage.

She flipped through the woodbound, vellum tome. I loved the crisp sound it made whenever she turned a page.

She tapped on a page with a picture of an ornate pair of gold and blue shoes that had sapphires glimmering at their fronts. “We can make it with the sapphire crystal we got from the elite Jelly.”

“Awesome. What are the other ingredients?”

“One lizzy leather and three throbbing threads.”

“And where do we get these perfectly named ingredients?”

Esme sighed with trepidation. “Throbbing threads are easy enough. But lizzy leather… well, let me ask you this. Just how high is your luck stat, Remy?”
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LEAPER LIZARD


I tried to remember what my luck stat was. The number 1 flashed in my mind's eye. "Umm... let's just say it's not very high."

"Then it's going to take a while," Esme said. "The elite Leaper Lizard has a low spawn and drop rate."

"We've got all the time in the world. I don't mind a nice, long farming session."

"I like your attitude!" Esme smiled.

Esme and I got on our rickshaw and headed toward where the Leaper Lizards lazed. On the way, we stopped at a merchant shack, similar to the one where I’d bought the clothes I was still wearing. The merchant had throbbing threads for sale, so we traded nine soulcores for three throbbing threads, saving us from having to collect them ourselves. That left us with about twenty soulcores and a goldcore.

After forty-five minutes of riding, we arrived at a river that winded through lush flatlands. Huge, white boulders dotted the landscape. The place was crawling with these monitor-lizard critters that had horns growing out of their heads. They weren’t aggressive, until you got near them. Then they’d leap into the air, horn forward, right at you. It was easy enough to shoot them with an Ice Blast from a safe distance, then slice and dice their frozen forms with the katana. Or hit them with two ice arrows; the first to lay them limp, and the second to end their lives.

Unfortunately, the normal version of the Leaper Lizard only dropped a single soulcore. After twenty minutes, we’d cleared out all the Leaper Lizards in the area. New ones would take their place, but the respawn rate was glacial. So we moved up the riverbank, killing lizards the while, hoping that the elite Leaper Lizard would spawn before we got too tired.

“Even if it does spawn, what’s the drop rate of the lizzy leather?” I asked.

“I think one in five.”

Ugh. We could be out here for hours. Days. Well, good rewards weren’t easy.

And it seemed we weren’t the only ones seeking out these good rewards. As we moved up the riverbank, we sighted a woman. We kept our distance and watched as she ran around the tall grass, getting the attention of a group of lizards and making them chase her. Once she had about twenty on her tail, she opened her palms and blasted them with a tornado. The tornado pulled them into its tangle, and soon the shadows of dead Leaper Lizards spurted out of it, their soulcores falling into a clump on the ground.

“She’s a curseborn,” Esme said. “Cursed with wind affinity.”

It was so strange how people in this world referred to those with powers as cursed. Sure, the Shadowsoul may have brought these powers – changed the nature of this world – but such elemental abilities were a blessing to my eyes, not a curse.

“Do you know her?” I asked.

“Her name is Ayla. Truth be told, I haven’t seen her in years. Last I heard, she’d left the island and gone to the mainland in search of better opportunities.”

“Well… seems she’s back, and treading on our farming grounds. It’s obvious she’s trying to get the elite Leaper Lizard to spawn, too. Given how low the spawn and drop rate are, this area is hardly big enough for two farming parties.”

Ayla noticed us. As she approached, I spotted long, light green locks under her black, felt-like hat. She wore tight fitting black pants – sort of like yoga pants – and a sleeveless, low-cut top that displayed a generous amount of cleavage.

And I do mean generous. She obviously wasn’t wearing a bra, so her nipples imprinted beautifully, leaving precious little to the imagination.

She put her hands on her lovely, wide hips. I waited for Esme to make the introduction.

“Been a while,” Esme said. “I had no idea you’d come back.”

Ayla smiled warmly. “You look really good, Esme. How do you manage to keep your stomach so flat?”

Ayla wasn’t showing off her midriff, like Esme was. But her clothes were just as tight, and they showed off some incredible curves, especially those hips. I yearned to get a look at her behind.

“Just diet and exercise.” Esme chuckled. “Oh, this is Remy, my soulbond.”

I held out my hand. “Nice to meet you, Ayla.”

She took my hand and shook it firmly. “What kind of degenerate would soulbond with one of us curseborn?”

“I’m not from here, so don’t really care about any of that nonsense.”

“I can tell.” She glanced down. Was she looking at my crotch? Did I have a boner, or something?

I wasn’t brave enough to check. “Uh… are you by any chance hunting the elite Leaper Lizard?”

“I happen to have a client who wants what it drops. But what business is that of yours?”

I glanced at Esme. This was getting awkward, so I hoped she’d use her familiarity with this person to make things go our way.

“Ayla, we’re also after the elite lizard,” Esme said. “We need the shoes to breach the walls of the palace on the hill.”

“That cursed place?” Ayla crossed her arms. “You really that strong now, Esme?”

Esme glanced at me and smiled like a girl does at her first crush. “Remy is special. Because he’s from Earth, he’s able to amplify the power he channels from his soulbonds, many times over. He can smite down monsters in a single hit that would take you or me five.”

Ayla nodded as if impressed. Her green eyes were brighter than the grass around us. She gave me a penetrating look. “When I was on the mainland, I heard of folks who could do that. Guess it wasn’t just a tall tale.”

Esme nodded. “Remy respects us, too. He doesn’t look down at curseborn. And he wants to help make things better for everyone here.”

“Lucky you.” Ayla grinned and punched Esme lightly on the shoulder. “Always knew you’d bag a good one. I mean, just look at you.”

Esme blushed. “You’re nothing short of stunning yourself.”

I was pleased with how well things were going. Maybe Ayla would let us farm what we needed, and then she could come back tomorrow or something. I was about to suggest it, when Ayla said, “Tell you what. I’ll help you guys out. If we get the drop, you can have it.”

“I couldn’t do that to you,” Esme said. “We can’t even pay you.”

“You don’t have to pay me. Consider it a soulbonding gift.”

Ayla seemed like a decent person. Such a relief.

“Your wind spell is incredible,” I said. “We actually don’t have an area of effect ability, yet.”

Ayla put her hands on her wide hips as a gust of leaves blew by. “I’ve been training on the mainland. Unlocked the ability while there.”

“You can unlock abilities by training?” I asked.

“Took years. Wish there was a faster way.”

Well… I knew a faster way…

A group of horned lizards trotted toward us. Ayla palmed the air and blew their shadows out of them.

“The least we can do is let you have the soulcores,” I said.

Esme nodded. “The soulcores and goldcores are all yours.”

Ayla sighed with some trepidation. “Honestly, I’m just happy to have someone to farm with.”

Esme took Ayla’s hand and put it between hers. “Ayla, I know how lonely it can get for us curseborn.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t want to intrude.”

“It’s no intrusion.” Esme glanced at me. “Right, Remy?”

“Of course. Farm with us as long as you like. A friend of Esme’s is a friend of mine. And besides, I don’t think I’ll ever tire of seeing you fling tornadoes at lizards.”

Ayla giggled. She smiled sweetly, her emerald eyes shimmering. “He’s a charmer, too. I’m honestly jealous.”

“I haven’t forgotten, Ayla,” Esme said, her tone suddenly solemn. “Whenever I got too hungry, you used to go out of your way to bring me the kebabs you’d steal from the city vendors. I don’t ever want you to feel like you’re lacking anything. What is mine is yours.”

What did she mean by that last part?

Ayla slunk her gaze away, her cheeks red. “What was I supposed to do, let you starve to death? Anyway, let’s get going. We’ve got a lot of lizards to tornado.”

Ayla continued with her incredibly efficient farming method. Meanwhile, Esme and I shot ice arrows at the lizards that she’d miss. The three of us laughed and joked and enjoyed ourselves, with Esme and Ayla reminiscing fondly on the past like the good friends they seemed to be.

Ironically enough, I was the one who felt like a third wheel, since I couldn’t share in their long history. But I was happy to see Esme reunited with someone she trusted.

After an hour, what we’d been toiling for finally appeared. The elite Leaper Lizard was the size of a velociraptor, and its horn was like that of a rhino. It had a slithering tongue, too. As it waded out of the river, it hissed at us.

Esme and I loosed ice arrows at it. Meanwhile, Ayla charged up her blast attack. Wind whirled around her as she put her hands together, then palmed the air. All the wind blew toward the elite Leaper Lizard. It hit the monster’s face. The thing flew backward into the water.

It hissed and let out a high-pitched shriek. When it got back on its feet, it was enraged. It dashed toward us, horn forward.

I jumped in the air and came down upon it with my ice katana. Slashed it across the neck, then impaled its side, as Esme fired ice arrows and Ayla blasted it with wind magic.

Finally, with shadows oozing from every hole, it dropped dead with a low growl.

I held in my breath, hoping we got the rare drop.
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THE ROAD TO HELL


A goldcore and a patch of leather appeared amid the shadows leftover from the Leaper Lizard’s corpse.

We’d beaten the odds. The three of us jumped with joy and laughed. Esme and Ayla hugged, then Esme and I hugged. Then I gave Ayla a high five, though she seemed confused by it. I can’t lie: I felt something utterly electric when our hands touched.

We had all the ingredients needed to make a pair of Leaping Shoes.

Esme said, “At the very least, we should hunt one more. For you.”

Ayla shook her head. “No way. We got really lucky that it dropped on the first kill. Let me be happy for you. For your soulbond.”

“What about the sapphire crystal?” Esme asked. “Did you get one from the elite Jelly?”

“Was going to do that next,” Ayla answered.

From Esme’s pained expression, I knew she feared how Ayla would fare against that ugly, oversized Jell-O.

Suddenly I had a good idea. “Come explore the palace with us. We’ll give you the shoes, after.”

That made Esme smile. I so loved being the reason for her smiles.

“You really should, Ayla,” Esme said. “All three of us exploring the palace will be a lot more fun and efficient. Then we’ll give you our Leaping Shoes as a thanks, and you can sell them to your client.”

Ayla bit her lip. “Can’t you just accept my gift?”

Esme put her hands on Ayla’s shoulders. “You coming with us would be a better gift.”

“All right,” Ayla said. “I’ll explore the palace with you.”

Esme took out the orange orb. She dropped it on the ground, and the door with the glyph appeared. This time, the orb vanished for good, which meant she’d used it up in creating this bridge.

“This is gonna be fun!” Esme said.

I opened the glyph-covered door. The Ruined Palace appeared through the threshold, like a painting hanging in midair. As soon as we stepped through the portal, the orange door vanished behind us.

“That’s the end of the most expensive item I own.” Esme sighed.

“Too damn bad it’s single use,” I said.

“On the mainland, I heard a story,” Ayla said, “about a space-time mage who can teleport you anywhere, even to other worlds and time periods.”

“Sounds plausible. How did Sherry get to my world, again?” I asked Esme.

“She found an item called a Mirror Shard,” Esme said. “It’s a long story. Let’s discuss it when we’re not at the entrance of a big dungeon.”

Esme stuck her hand in her soul storage. She took out the sapphire crystal, the three throbbing threads, and the lizzy leather, placing them by her feet. Then she took out that vellum book from earlier, which contained the crafting recipe.

I scratched my head, wondering how the crafting itself would work. Did you need to have a certain crafting proficiency to make the item? And how would you make it?

I suppose it was time to watch and learn.

Esme put all three ingredients on top of the page that contained the crafting recipe. Then she stood and held it up in the air. She let go of the book, and it floated along with the ingredients. She recited something under her breath, and a ball of light coalesced around the book and the ingredients. I could feel my eyelids widen as that ball spun, lightning crackling inside, until it got so blinding that I shielded my eyes with my forearm.

The book dropped onto the grass, a pair of shiny shoes on top of it. They looked exactly like the ones in the picture, with an ornate pattern made of leather and shimmering thread, as well as the gleaming sapphire in the center.

“In-fucking-credible,” I said. “Who knew crafting could be so dazzling?”

Esme gave me a satisfied smile.

“First time?” Ayla asked.

I nodded. “Do you need to have a certain crafting proficiency, or can anyone do it?”

“You do for higher level stuff,” Ayla said. “But that book is pretty basic. There are far more advanced crafting books out in the wider world.”

Esme sat in the grass and put on the shoes. She tossed her old ones in her soul storage.

“Try jumping, Remy,” she said.

“But you’re wearing the shoes, not me.”

“Every power I possess, you do too. Remember?”

“Holy shit. It extends to gear?”

Esme nodded.

I jumped and floated upward. Was I on the moon? The shoes had an almost anti-gravity effect.

I bounced around on the hill, yelping in joy at the unreal, gravity-defying sensation.

Esme joined me. Ayla looked on, covering her giggles with her mouth.

“I think you two have had enough fun,” Ayla said. “Let’s get over that wall.”

“Okay, Mom,” I said upon landing.

Ayla put her hands on her hips and smiled, so much mischief in her eyes. Did she like being called “Mom”?

“I have an idea.” Esme landed next to me. “I’ll get on your shoulders, Remy. You jump, then when you reach your maximum height, I’ll jump off your shoulders. That should get me high enough to grab onto the wall, get to the other side, and open the gate.”

“Compounding the shoes’ effect!” I said. “I love it.”

I walked up to the wall. I bent down and let Esme straddle me. Oh God; the way her panties touched the back of my neck awoke my cock. And feeling her soft thighs wrap around my face… I wished I were facing the other way. I wished I could bury my mouth deep in her pussy and eat her out right here.

I had to control my thoughts, lest my bulge become visible to Ayla. These thin pants and the loincloth beneath didn’t provide much bulge protection. For the first time, I wished for an earthly comfort: boxer-briefs and a nice pair of jeans. Angle your dick just right and you could hide any boner in them. No more awkward walks in the mall.

“Ready to make a go of it, Remy?” Esme asked.

I hoped my boner wouldn’t fly out when I jumped. “Uhh… yeah, I suppose.”

“Well, quit acting weird and jump, then!” Esme said.

I bent my knees and jumped. I floated up in the air at about half the height of the wall. Then Esme gripped my shoulders, flung her feet upward, and used me as a launching pad. She soared toward the wall and managed to grab onto one of the pointy merlons, while I hit the ground with force and landed with buckled knees.

With her incredible fitness, Esme had no problem pulling her body up and onto the wall. Ayla clapped and cheered.

“I’ll go look for a way to open the portcullis,” Esme said before jumping down to the other side.

That left me alone with Ayla, who stood so close that our shoulders were almost touching. I smiled at her, and she smiled back, her cheeks rosy.

“So…” Ayla broke the ice. But the way her voice quavered, she seemed nervous. “You both are so cute together”

“Esme is amazing.”

“She is. I’m not sure if I’m more jealous of her, or of you.”

Whoah. That had some spicy implications.

I chuckled. “I’m jealous of your control over the wind.”

“Curseborn have to learn to use their elements in order to survive. And after the authorities banished me from the island, surviving got so much harder.”

“Why did they banish you?”

“A few years ago, the barrier protecting the city went down. Monsters invaded the streets. I used my wind abilities as best as I could to help, but in the process, ended up destroying part of the city.” She sighed. “I wanted to show everyone that us curseborn could help and be a blessing. But I did the opposite and just reaffirmed everyone’s fears.”

“Your heart was in the right place. That’s what matters.”

“My brain wasn’t. I should’ve known the risks. They don’t even allow curseborn in the city, now. Well, free ones, at least.”

The road to hell is paved with good intentions. My father would tell me that. I’d always hate to hear it because it made the world seem so unfair.

“You care about other people, Ayla. Even people who despise you. Where I come from, that quality has all but vanished. All that matters is how much money you make, or how many social media followers you have. Good people are left by the wayside while literal criminals hoard all the wealth and power.”

I didn’t want to think of Earth, but Ayla had described an injustice that I yearned to fight against because it reminded me too much of the familiar injustices of home.

“Your heart is in the right place too, Remy.” Ayla took my hand. Hers were rougher than Esme’s, but still delicate and cute. And she’d painted her nails bright green. “I’m overjoyed that Esme has someone like you. Someone who won’t take advantage of her kindness. Someone who’ll protect her. You don’t know how relieved I am to see a fellow curseborn, and a friend, find happiness.”

“Isn’t happiness what we all deserve?”

“Perhaps. But it’s incredibly rare. I don’t expect I’ll ever find it.”

The sound of grinding metal diverted our attention to the portcullis. It was being raised. Once it opened, Esme walked out, beaming.

“You guys ready to loot this place dry?” She rubbed her hands together in excitement.
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SWORD AND HAMMER


Through the gate we went. A dead fountain filled with moss sat at the center of the courtyard. The statue of a creature that resembled a sphinx stood at the far side. Arches lined the way to the palace entrance, and the stone beneath our feet was uneven and covered in roots.

A moist, mossy aroma pervaded the place. We walked toward the palace door, ready for whatever waited.

The ornate wooden door had these massive metal knockers. I simply pushed on one side, and it screeched open on what must’ve been a rusted hinge.

A dark and desolate interior appeared. Unlike the earlier dungeon, which was filled with luminous green fireflies, nothing lit this place except the bare glow from the sky creeping in through the skylights.

“We need a torch,” I said.

“I got you covered.” Ayla reached into her soul storage and pulled out a lamp. It was already lit, somehow. “It’s an enchanted item. Still got plenty of hours before the candle dies.”

I wished I had a soul storage to keep useful stuff. I’d have to inquire about getting one, later. For now, Esme’s was enough.

“Hey Ayla,” I said. “What else do you have in your soul storage?”

She grinned. “Curious, are you?”

“Yeah. Do you have healing potions and soul cabins and other useful stuff?”

“I’ve got some useful stuff. But I’m not rich or anything.”

“I think between the two of us, we’ve got enough,” Esme said. “Let’s decide which way to go. We’ll follow your lead, Remy.”

From this antechamber, there were three paths: left, right, and center.

“You all right with me taking the lead, Ayla?”

She nodded. “Given how much your soulbond amplifies Esme’s power, you’re definitely the strongest here. I’m more than happy to stay behind you.”

That was reassuring. Back on Earth, I’d learned not to assume leadership. Even during small meetings at school, teachers would jostle for position. But it was almost always better to have a clear hierarchy that allowed for decisive action.

I stepped toward the left hall. Rich carpets covered the floor, though we kicked up dust as we walked. The patterns on the carpets reminded me of these Persian rugs my mother liked to hang on the walls of her house.

Footsteps. I stopped and conjured my ice katana as a shadow appeared from the corner ahead. It grew until what was making it emerged.

“Fuck,” I said.

Another Headless Knight. This one wasn’t holding a shield, though. Instead, it had an ax in one hand and a spiky morning star in the other.

Upon sighting us, it brandished both its weapons and marched in our direction. The hallway was too narrow to safely run past it.

Ayla stepped forward, conjured a torrent of air, and palmed it in the knight’s direction.

It staggered backward onto one knee. That gave us time to back away. We hurried toward the antechamber we’d come from.

“Ayla, do you have anything that could pierce its armor?” I asked.

She shook her head. “No piercing attacks, I’m afraid. I do have this, though.”

She held out both her hands. A giant green hammer materialized in them.

“Damn cool,” I blurted out, almost forgetting that a menacing Headless Knight was trudging toward us.

Esme said, “Blunt attacks aren’t quite as good as piercing against armor, but they’re definitely better than missile and slashing attacks. Think you can crush its armor?”

Ayla shrugged. “Not likely, given how little impact my Wind Blast had. It barely knocked the bastard back, which indicates I’m way underpowered. But I can try.”

“Wait!” I grabbed her arm. “I don’t want you taking that risk. The bastard is dual wielding weapons that any normal man would need two hands to use. If you go near it⁠—”

The knight emerged from the hallway. We each spread out around the antechamber, careful to keep the knight between us.

Esme hit it with an ice arrow, which made it turn toward her. As it marched toward Esme, Ayla dashed toward its back and smashed it with her giant hammer.

The Headless Knight fell onto its side, a small burst of shadow erupting. So the hammer had indeed damaged it, but judging by the size of the shadow, not all that much.

Ayla wound her arms to hit it again, but the knight kicked her shin, causing her to scream and fall forward, almost onto her face. Then the knight got up faster than I realized it could. It wound its morning star above Ayla’s head.

I lunged my ice katana into the knight’s breastplate. Wisps of shadow erupted, though my blade had barely dented the knight. Worse, my katana was now stuck in its plate.

The knight smashed my shoulder with the morning star. Ungodly pain erupted as my back hit the wall. Blood shot out of the wound it created. My flesh looked like grated pizza.

I’d given Ayla time to get back on her feet. Meanwhile, Esme hit it with another ice arrow. But her back was against the wall. Esme leaped over it and landed near the hallway the monster had come from. She ran down the hallway, baiting it toward her.

My stomach sank. Despite the pain in my shoulder, I couldn’t imagine the danger Esme was in. If there was another knight down that way, she’d be sandwiched between two tanky fuckers.

Ayla came to my side. She grabbed a healing potion from her soul storage, popped it open, and doused my shoulder.

The pain muted. The blood clotted. My torn flesh dried and scarred.

“She could find herself trapped.” I got to my feet. “We’ve got to help her!”

Ayla and I ran into the left hallway. My heart thudded into my throat. We turned a corner to see Esme backed against a wall, the Headless Knight mere steps away, its ax raised. It was indeed a dead end, and the ceiling was too low for her to safely leap over it.

“Esme!” I shouted as she released another useless Ice Blast. I wasn’t sure what to tell her. There was simply no way for her to maneuver safely. No window she could jump out. No room she could run into.

I tried to form my ice katana, but it wouldn’t conjure. Why wouldn’t it appear? Wait… had Esme run out of mana?

No matter. Ayla ran forward with her hammer while I got ready to shoulder slam it. Then the knight swiveled our way and let out a deafening roar. Somehow, its roar staggered me, weakening my knees and slowing my speed.

It turned away and resumed its march toward Esme, ax and morning star raised.

“There’s only one thing that will save her.” Ayla said, her eyes large and desperate. “Do you agree to soulbond with me, Remy?”

I nodded, knowing exactly why. “Yes, I agree.”

A tether of emerald green shot from her chest and entered mine. Her fear and heartbeats combined with my own.

SOULBOND OF WIND LEVEL 1 UNLOCKED

NAME: Ayla

CLASS: Wind Warrior

Strength: 3

Intelligence: 3

Agility: 1

Endurance: 1

Vigor: 3

Mind: 3

Luck: 2

WEAPON UNLOCKED: WIND HAMMER

NEW WIND ABILITY UNLOCKED
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DEFLOWER


I wasted no time. I conjured the hammer, got onto my feet, and dashed toward the Headless Knight.

I leaped in the air and slammed down on the monster with all my might. The Headless Knight broke beneath my hammer, its knees crunching. Shadows bled out of its neck. I slammed it horizontally, and it fell onto its back. I wound up and slammed its chest plate, grunting the while. Its entire body burst into shadows.

All that remained was a goldcore.

I rushed to Esme. I took her in my arms and kissed her forehead. I hugged her as tight as I could.

“I was so scared,” she said, her voice trembling as she sobbed. “Thank you, Remy.”

“I’d rather die than let anything hurt you.”

“I know. I knew, in the end, that you’d save me.”

Ayla ran over and hugged Esme from the back. She was enveloped in love.

“I knew that both of you wouldn’t let me die,” Esme said, still trembling. “That’s why we make such a good team.”

Ayla reached into her soul storage and pulled out a blue orb. She tossed it onto the ground. It cracked open, and a soothing blue mist covered us. When it cleared, we were standing in a soul cabin, its woody walls far more comforting than the stone of the palace.

I helped Esme settle onto the floor bed. “Rest and recharge your mana.”

“Sorry,” she said. “I kept shooting the thing with arrows. I’m such a fool.”

“You’re not a fool. You were terrified for your life.”

“Thank you both. I… I’m feeling faint.”

Ayla covered Esme with a blanket. “Get your strength back.” She knelt and squeezed her friend’s hand.

Esme turned on her side and closed her eyes. Within a minute, her breathing slowed to that of a restful sleep.

I was tired, too. That hit from the morning star had hurt worse than when one of my students kicked a soccer ball right at my scrotum.

I sat against the wall to settle myself. Ayla was still breathing fast. She sat next to me.

“You can have the other side of the bed,” I said. “I’ll just sleep like this.”

“She’s your soulbond. You should be with her.”

I looked Ayla in the eyes, only now processing what we’d done to save Esme’s life. Judging from her stare, we were both struggling to process it.

“I’m sorry I thrust such a sudden decision upon you,” she said.

“There was no other way. You saved Esme’s life. For that, I’ll never stop being grateful.”

“I did… but at great cost to you.”

“Cost? What cost?”

She hesitated, then said, “You’re burdened with me, now.”

“There’s far worse to be burdened with.”

“I can’t expect you to… feel anything for me, the way you do for Esme.”

“What if I told you it was the same with Esme? We soulbonded because it was the only way to defeat a manticore that was about to murder us.”

“Really?”

“Really.”

Esme had told me there was no easy way to undo a soulbond. Also, when two people are soulbonded, they can’t go too far from each other for too long a time without feeling intense pain.

I was now soulbonded to two gorgeous women. Surely, there were worse circumstances to be stuck in. While I didn’t have romantic feelings for Ayla the way I did for Esme, she was no less beautiful, and I found her heart to be just as pure.

I took her hand and placed it between mine. “You and I are soulbonded, now. That means I’m going to protect you, just as I protect Esme.”

“Why?”

“Do you even have to ask? You’re a good person in a world that doesn’t value you. But I see your worth, and I want you to be safe and happy.”

Tears shimmered on her eyelids. “No one’s ever said anything like that to me.”

“I’ll say it to you every day.”

I glanced at Esme. She was serenely asleep. What would she think about this when she awoke? She hadn’t had much time to react to Ayla and me soulbonding, but she didn’t seem upset. If anything, she adored Ayla as much as Ayla adored her. I couldn’t imagine the two of them fighting over what had happened.

Ayla was still jittery. It would take time to process everything. I had to reassure her that nothing bad would come of this.

She rested her head on my shoulder. I wrapped my arm around her. She smelled so different from Esme. While Esme smelled of blueberries, Ayla’s scent reminded me of sumptuous green grapes. An exciting, zesty aroma.

Esme shifted to face us. She opened her eyes and gazed our way. She smiled with utter warmth.

I could tell from her expression that this was what she wanted. Esme had been lonely. Having me and her friend together with her would make her that much less lonely. Three was not a crowd, so long as we got along with each other.

Esme closed her eyes and drifted back to sleep. Ayla fell asleep on my shoulder.

I stroked her hair. Such a gorgeous, good-hearted woman. Could I be so lucky to have bagged two? I ought to pinch myself. But if this was a dream, I never wanted to wake up.

Ayla woke up and gazed into my eyes. I could get lost in those pair of emeralds. I closed in and planted a light kiss on her lips, waiting to see if she’d kiss back. She moaned softly, then returned my kiss with her own. We continued to trade kisses. I let my tongue flirt with her lips. Her tongue met mine. I slid my tongue into her mouth, and we passionately made out like high school lovers.

She tasted like grapes. Such an energizing flavor. My dick wanted to participate, eager to burst out of my pants. But first, I wanted to involve her breasts. They were so soft pushing up against my chest; I could even feel how hard her nipples were through her shirt. While our tongues were locked, I let my hands travel inside her shirt, upward against her curves, and onto her luscious breasts.

Her moans of ecstasy loudened. I pulled her shirt off, then kissed down toward her hard nipples. Her breasts were too big to take in hand, so I let my lips and tongue do the fondling. I was like a high school kid discovering breasts for the first time. I’d never beheld such a perfect pair. Somehow, despite their huge size, they remained perky. Best of all, they were soft and succulent.

I put Ayla’s hand on my dick. That made her gasp and moan with delight. Then I whispered, “Is this your first time, Ayla?”

She nodded.

Another virgin for me to guide. But Ayla’s personality differed from Esme’s. Though I sensed Ayla needed me to take the lead, I could tell she wanted to be more active. Less submissive. She was the type who yearned to be appreciated, even worshiped, because she’d been unappreciated for so long. She must’ve craved someone who’d make her feel whole, loved, and treasured.

And to be honest, I really just wanted to eat some pussy. I hungered for it. Considering how good Ayla smelled and tasted, I couldn’t wait to sample her juices. I settled her on her back and pulled off her tight pants.

Her curves and thighs popped out. Those were the kind of thighs I’d let suffocate me. Her pussy wasn’t closely shaved like Esme’s, but I didn’t mind a mound. In fact, it made this whole thing feel more savage. Primal.

I began at her knees. I kissed them on the outside, then slowly moved inward. Putting my lips on those thick thighs and licking wherever I wanted made me precum a little.

Though she was slightly sweaty from the battle, that only made it so much better. Her sweat tasted like apple juice. I kissed my way to her pussy, then buried my face in her mound. Her legs shook with delight. She grabbed my hair and pulled lightly, letting me feel a pinch of pleasurable pain.

I licked down to her folds, delighted that she was already soaked.

My tongue teased her hole. I couldn’t wait any longer, so I moved it inside and jammed it in as far as I could.

I was certain her screams of pleasure would wake Esme, but I was too overcome with hunger. Besides, wouldn’t this make Esme happy? We were giving her exactly what she wanted.

Just then, I heard Esme shift and rise to a sitting position. I broke from plowing my tongue through Ayla’s pussy to see her reaction.

“Don’t stop,” Esme said. “Ayla needs this.”

Esme got up and placed herself between the wall and Ayla. She rested Ayla’s head in her lap, looked down into her eyes, and stroked her hair.

My dick almost exploded. Given how close I was to coming, any friction whatsoever would send my seed spurting out. I didn’t want to waste good seed. It belonged in the holes of these two goddesses, not as a stain on my pants.

I resumed my tasting of Ayla’s pussy. I slowed down so she could enjoy it. I got in a rhythm with my tongue and rotated it around her soft, juicy hole in unpredictable ways. I’d suck on her pussy lips, too, making sure to give every part some love. I reached up and fondled her breasts, hardly believing how soft and sublimely shaped they were.

I glanced at Esme. Her heavy gaze and red cheeks betrayed her horniness. She continued to stroke Ayla’s hair, comforting her friend, making sure she wouldn’t get overwhelmed by the pleasure.

A fountain spurted from Ayla’s pussy. Her legs shook and she moaned uncontrollably. It must’ve been her third orgasm in the span of minutes. I didn’t want to overwhelm her, so gave her pussy one final kiss, and then sat up. Judging by the hunger in Esme’s stare, she wanted her turn.
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MANA BANANA


I crawled over to Esme while Ayla sat up.

But when I closed in for a kiss, Esme stopped me with her hand. She shook her head. “No, Remy. I don’t deserve to be kissed on the lips. I’m only a servant here. For my king and queen.”

I scratched my head. Wait… was this what they called roleplaying? I once took a girl home after a night of drinking who wanted me to roleplay as her father. I am almost ashamed to say it, but I was so horny that I just went with it.

Roleplaying as someone’s father was disgusting, but I had nothing against roleplaying as a king. And if Esme wanted to be our servant – if that’s what gave her pleasure – then I was all for it.

So instead of kissing Esme, I kissed Ayla, letting Esme watch. I lovingly made out with my queen, letting my hands freely roam about her curves and breasts.

Esme’s breathing got heavy just from watching. She took off her skirt, revealing soaked panties. I wanted to reach out and touch them, but a king wouldn’t touch his servant.

“Exposing yourself like this is not proper, Esme,” I said.

“I’m sorry,” Esme replied. “I just wanted to⁠—”

“Don’t talk back to your king. How dare you consider your own pleasure over ours?”

“I’m sorry. Please don’t punish me.”

“You will be punished. There’s no escaping that. But for now, your queen needs a shoulder massage.”

“Yes, my king.”

We all moved to the floor bed. Ayla and I sat facing each other, while Esme got behind her and started massaging her shoulders. Ayla and I continued to make out, touching each other wherever we desired.

I stood. Precum glistened on my cock, and I wanted Ayla to taste it.

She got on her knees so her lips were facing my cock, while Esme continued to massage her back.

Ayla started stroking my cock. She was my queen, so I’d let her do what she wanted. Let her pleasure me by her whims. She licked my tip, precum getting on her tongue and lips. She licked it up and swallowed.

“Mmm. You taste so good, King Remy.”

“Would you like some more?”

She nodded and went back to caressing my cock with her tongue. I held her hand. Ayla’s long, green hair kept falling onto her face, and she kept having to push it back, interrupting her pleasuring of my cock.

“Servant,” I said to Esme. “Do you not see the queen struggling with her hair?”

“I’m sorry, my king.”

Esme gathered Ayla’s hair lovingly and held it back. She watched as Ayla swallowed my cock. It was home. Such a warm, moist, and inviting refuge. Ayla seemed to know by instinct how to give a sumptuous blow job.

I wasn’t going to last much longer. Ayla was savoring her lollipop, her tongue making sure to moisten every part. With how my legs twitched, she must’ve known I was near. She fondled my balls and stroked my shaft while her tongue and mouth enveloped my tip. Such a perfect technique. The volcano prepared to erupt.

Mount Saint Helens exploded. It must’ve surprised her, because she flinched backward. My cum spurted onto her lips and cheeks and nose, with only some going in her mouth. But she continued to stroke and lick, eager to milk every drop.

I must’ve unloaded a gallon. Waves of ecstasy washed over me as I fell to my knees. My seed had drenched Ayla. Cum had gotten in her hair and on her nipples.

I let myself breathe. I looked over at Esme. Her panties were soaked, and she was staring at the mess I’d made on Ayla, entranced.

Good thing we had a servant to clean it up.

“Servant, aren’t you going to clean up this mess?”

Esme nodded, her excitement causing her whole body to shake. “Yes, my king.”

She shuffled to Ayla’s front. Surprise at what was about to happen showed in Ayla’s green eyes.

“It’s all right,” she said. “You don’t have to.”

I didn’t want to cross any boundaries of Ayla’s. But I knew that Esme badly wanted to clean her.

“Ayla,” I said. “Be honest. Would it give you pleasure if your friend cleaned you?”

Ayla looked into Esme’s eyes. Esme smiled at her and nodded. Then Ayla looked up at me and nodded. Good. We all wanted it to happen.

“Do as you were ordered, servant,” I said.

Esme began by slurping up the cum on Ayla’s breasts.

“My queen, you have such perfect breasts,” Esme said. “Mine are so small in comparison.”

Ayla moaned when Esme’s tongue crossed her nipple.

“Clean her properly, servant,” I said. “I don’t want to see a drop on my queen’s beautiful body. Do a thorough job and we may just reward you.”

Esme nodded, then gave Ayla’s breasts another round of licking.

“Good,” I said.

With Ayla’s breasts cleaned, the two friends sat face to face. Esme had her choice of where to clean next. I was delighted to see her begin by sucking the seed dangling from Ayla’s chin. Then she licked across Ayla’s bottom lip. Ayla let out another gentle moan.

It was then that I noticed Ayla hadn’t swallowed my sperm. She still had a generous amount on her tongue, as if she didn’t know what to do with it.

“Servant, open your mouth.”

Esme did as told. Ayla let the cum in her mouth fall into Esme’s. But Esme was so eager, she slurped it as it fell.

My dick was hard again. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing.

“Can I swallow it, my king?”

I nodded. “Of course. There’s still much for you to clean.”

Esme swallowed. She moaned in pleasure and licked her lips. “It tastes so sweet.”

“There’s more for you to taste.”

Esme licked Ayla’s lips, then cheeks, then nose. She sucked up every last drop of my seed. All the while, Ayla looked on, almost speechless. While Esme and I were enjoying the roleplay, it seemed Ayla was somewhat overwhelmed. But it was likely due to her inexperience, not because she wasn’t enjoying it. After all, she’d made clear how much she liked Esme, even saying she was jealous of me. Now, she could do whatever she wanted to Esme. Perhaps she was hesitant because she wasn’t sure of Esme’s boundaries.

“Queen,” I said. “How shall we reward our servant?”

From the way Ayla’s eyes shifted, she seemed to be thinking up something. She was just reluctant to let it out. I'd have to help her.

"Queen.” I bent down and stroked Ayla’s beautiful hair, then gave her a kiss. “I think the honor of tasting your pussy would be a fitting reward. I enjoyed it so much, and our servant looked on in jealousy as I did.” I turned to Esme. “Would that please you, servant?”

She nodded with such an eager delight.

“I want to give her more than that,” Ayla said. “I’ll reward her by making her my plaything.” She took my hand. “Our plaything.”

Now that surprised me. It showed that Ayla was really getting stuck into the fun. I couldn’t help but grin.

“Yes. We’ll do whatever we want to her,” I said. “We haven’t yet punished her for her earlier mistake. It’ll be both a punishment and a reward.”

Esme crawled in between us, her eagerness to be our plaything making her twitch and shake. I cradled her head in my lap, then stuck a finger in her mouth. Esme sucked on it as if it were my cock.

Meanwhile, Ayla rubbed Esme’s wet panties. She pulled them off; they were dripping. Then she inserted the tip of her finger into Esme’s pussy. Esme moaned with utter delight.

I fondled Esme’s breasts. After spending so much time with Ayla’s pair, Esme’s seemed small in comparison. Still, they were shaped to perfection, and I so enjoyed how I could scoop an entire breast in my grip.

Ayla had two fingers in Esme’s hole, now. She finger banged her, speed increasing by the second. Esme cried out as if she were getting fucked. I pinched her nipples lightly, giving her some pleasurable pain.

“King,” Ayla said. “Our servant needs a proper fucking. Would you give her the honor of your delicious cock?”

I nodded. “She deserves it for cleaning you so thoroughly.”

Ayla and I switched positions. Esme had already made this part of the bed so moist with her dripping juice. I rammed my cock in, not caring to be gentle with our servant. After all, her purpose was to pleasure me.

While I fucked Esme, I leaned forward and gave Ayla a kiss. She had Esme’s head in her lap and was stroking her hair.

I whispered in Ayla’s ear, “She would love it if you sat on her face.” So would I, obviously.

Ayla grinned. She faced away from me, her luscious ass on full view. She straddled her pussy in front of Esme’s face. I could hear how eagerly Esme slurped and licked, and it made me want to explode.

But I had to give my servant a good, proper ramming. I pounded Esme’s pussy, her moans muffled by Ayla’s pussy. I lamented not being able to see that action in full view, though the sight of Ayla’s ass was a wonderful consolation.

I grabbed Esme’s breasts as I thrust deeper. I gave her nipples a good pinch. I wanted her to feel pleasure everywhere. I grabbed her ass cheeks and lifted her up a bit so I could ram even harder.

As I thrust, her moisture engulfed my cock and spilled out. I couldn’t hold it in anymore. Even Ayla was moaning as if she were about to come; Esme’s tongue must’ve been so eager.

I made sure to deposit my seed in the deepest part of Esme, thrusting as it spilled out of me. Delight made my entire body shake. My cum seemed endless enough to fill her.

When I was finally empty, I withdrew and beheld the warm mess of our fluids on the bed. It all smelled so good.

With the deed done, we all lay together, me in the middle. With no energy to even speak, sleep descended like that hammer I’d used to shatter the knight.

In the morning, we ate fruits that Ayla had kept in her soul storage.

“These enchanted, by any chance?” Esme asked her friend.

Ayla shook her head. “I wish.”

“What do enchanted fruits do?” I asked while chewing my blue watermelon. It tasted like a normal watermelon, but with blue curacao added in.

“You get bonuses that last several hours or even an entire day,” Ayla answered. “Like increased speed or power or even more mana.”

That sounded useful. Too useful to be cheap. “How expensive are they?”

“My storage is bursting with soulcores,” Esme said. “I’m sure we can afford at least one mana banana.”

Esme and Ayla giggled.

“Are mana bananas actually a thing?” I asked, dumbfounded.

They giggled again.

“Remember when you stole one right off a cart?” Ayla said.

Esme nodded. “I stuffed it in my pants.” She chuckled. So they were real.

They must’ve been referencing the time when they’d hunt for scraps to eat. Neither of them would ever go hungry, now that I was around to care for them. They’d never be mistreated. Never be left to fend for themselves against monsters or men.

On the topic of monsters, we’d barely explored the palace. With Esme and Ayla’s mana fully charged, and with Ayla’s wind hammer in my hands, I could finally fight those Headless Knights.

It was thrilling to have a new weapon. Even more thrilling was the fact that I could conjure either of these weapons on the fly. I could basically change my class at will. Esme was an Ice Rogue and Ayla a Wind Warrior, and because of the soulbonds, I could be either class whenever I wanted to be. Though my own stats were abysmally low, I was basically borrowing their stats. And since I was from Earth, the power of my offensive weapons and spells was multiplied by five.

To become incredibly powerful, I would need to go both deep and wide. I'd need to level up my existing soulbonds and gain more. It was my unique and sole path to power.

"Remy's deep in thought," Ayla said.

"Deep in what kind of thoughts, though?" Esme smirked. "I think I know!"

"I was simply thinking how amazing it is to have both of you at my side. I'm also looking forward to the next time the three of us share a room together."

They giggled.

We ate and chatted. There was no mention of what we three had done last night. It was like it never happened, although there was a spicy undercurrent whenever we gazed into each other’s eyes. I especially noticed it when Esme and Ayla looked at each other. They’d moved beyond friendship in the most unexpected way.

I suppose the specifics of what we did was almost unmentionable. Good. I liked the idea of it being a dirty secret that we’d keep between the three of us. In the daytime, we could act like Esme and Ayla were merely just good friends. But when the curtains were down, we could all explore each other and test the limits of pleasure.

Just thinking about it made me hard as stone. Walking around a dungeon with a raging boner wouldn’t exactly be comfortable. The curse of being a man. Although, I doubt walking around with wet panties was any better.

It wasn’t just the boner; my horniness flowed upward into my chest, arms, and face. I was soulbonded to two stunning women, but it was still awkward to express my need. Before we left the soul cabin, I wanted to come one more time so I’d be clear headed while exploring the palace.

But how to tell them? I’d never really been taught how to express my needs. On Earth, we were told to bottle them up, that it was wrong to feel this way. Well, I wasn’t on Earth anymore, so fuck that way of thinking.

I simply lifted my pants and revealed my erect cock.

They both stared at it, mouths open. Ayla still had blue watermelon bits on her teeth.

“Remy needs some help,” Esme said.

I nodded. “I do. Can you finish me off?”

“Mmm. My pleasure.”

Esme spat on her fingers, then stroked my tip. It felt so soothing.

Ayla came to my side. She lifted her shirt up to reveal her supple breasts. I rested my face between them, feeling so at home, so at peace. Esme continued to stroke me with her hand. She spat on my dick and stroked faster, giving my tip a lot of focus.

“Would you prefer my mouth?” Esme asked while I sucked Ayla’s nipples.

I nodded. Esme got on her knees and licked my shaft. She cupped and caressed my balls. Any minute now, I would explode.

I broke from sucking Ayla’s nipples so our tongues could meet. We kissed as if we were craving each other. She moaned softly.

Finally, my horniness reached its peak. I filled Esme’s mouth. She slurped it up, hungrier for my seed than she’d been for her breakfast. She massaged my balls to make sure it all came out.

Esme stood. She stroked Ayla’s hair to get her attention, then stuck her tongue in Ayla’s mouth. It was the first time they’d kissed. If I hadn’t just been drained, I would’ve came again.

They traded my seed between their tongues. Esme just wanted to share my gift with her friend. She had such a good heart. They both did. They both cared so much about each other’s pleasure. About making sure the other was comfortable. It warmed me to know I was soulbonded to such good women.

They swallowed once they’d had their fun.
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ANTS


With the deed done, we got dressed. We stepped through the door of the soul cabin and found ourselves back in the hallway where we’d slain the Headless Knight.

Since this way was a dead end, we returned to the antechamber and took the right hallway. Another Headless Knight stood at the end of it, guarding a double door. I conjured my wind hammer, sprinted toward it, and bashed it before it could raise its shield. Its sword clattered onto the ground as it fell. I raised my hammer above my head and smashed it into shadows.

Another goldcore was ours. Esme now had four goldcores and almost two hundred soulcores in her storage. I was beginning to feel wealthy for the first time in my life.

We entered the room the Headless Knight had been guarding. Ayla raised her lantern high so we’d have enough light to look around. Tattered banners hung on the walls, and the floor was a mess of broken pottery and furniture. At the end of the hallway, something gleamed. As I approached, it became clear: a bronze chest.

“Could this be what the monsters were guarding?” I asked.

Esme put her hands on her hips. “It’s bronze. Only a gold chest would encase a treasure worthy of this place.”

“Agreed,” Ayla said. “The real treasure’s probably down the center passageway.”

I opened the bronze chest. It was empty. Except… something shimmered at the very bottom.

A ring. I picked it up. The band was obviously silver, but the gem was crystalline and bright purple. Amethyst, maybe?

“Any guesses?” I held it up to them.

“No need to guess,” Ayla said. “Check what it says on the inside of the band.”

I held it up to Ayla’s lantern and checked the inside of the band. There were letters, but too tiny to read.

“What are these, letters for ants?” I said with a grin.

“Ants?” Esme bit her lip. “How could ants read?”

I sighed, a tad deflated that neither of them would ever be able to appreciate my Earth references.

“We need an eyepiece to read it,” Ayla said. “An appraiser would have one.”

“Or,” Esme snatched the ring from me, “I put it on and we see what happens.”

“You’ve changed, Esme.” Ayla smiled at her friend. “Back in the day, you were terrified of the old men who sold fruit. Now, you’re willing to wear gear without any idea of its effect.”

“And you were the opposite.” Esme giggled. “Always willing to risk it all. Made quite a few not-so-smart bets, too.”

“I did learn more lessons than I cared to.” Ayla grinned. “As much as I want to know what that ring does, there are such things as cursed magic rings.”

Esme played with the ring in her hand. “How bad could it be?”

“It could turn you into a frog.” I recalled a status effect from one of my favorite JRPGs. “No need to rush things.”

Esme nodded. She dropped the ring in her soul storage.

We backtracked to the antechamber. Only the middle path remained, so we walked down it.

A Headless Knight guarded a double door. I sprinted toward it, leaped till my head almost hit the ceiling, then came down on its neck stump.

A goldcore clattered onto the stone amid shadows. I landed and wiped the sweat off my cheeks.

“I’ll take that one, if you don’t mind,” Ayla said. “Need to repay a debt.”

Esme and I nodded. What was ours was hers, after all.

We faced the massive double door. It was two-stories tall and composed from ornate wood. I pulled the handle; it wouldn’t budge. I pulled with all my might, and managed to open it just a crack. We slipped inside.

A massive throne sat at the far end. It could only be meant for a giant. Pillars lined the room, and atop the pillars rested a platform. Skylights brought the sunshine in. It all smelled of ancient dust. The rest of the throne room was barer than I expected. Spartan.

As we approached the throne, a man wearing a gleaming crown materialized on it. His skin was gray, as if covered in a layer of dust. He was three times my height and width – a giant. As tall as that Soulless Knight’s second form.

The three of us stood still. The Crowned One hadn’t noticed us yet, though his eyes were open and wide.

“Wait,” I said. “That thing’s obviously not going to invite us over for tea. And it’s enormous.”

“We need an escape plan in case things go bad.” Esme gestured to the door we’d come from. “Uhh… run for the door?”

Ayla scratched her cheek. “For that to work, we’d all have to stay on this side of the monster. Not ideal.”

“I’ll get behind it,” I said. “You two keep your backs to the door.”

Esme shook her head. “The three of us are a team. I won’t let you take all the risks.”

I snapped my fingers. “Let’s use our Leaping Shoes to gain a tactical advantage.” I pointed to the platform atop the pillars. “How about you jump up there and loose ice arrows from that perch?”

Esme nodded. “Okay, but what about you two?”

I looked toward Ayla. “We’ll use our hammers on its legs. Break them. Remember to keep your back to the door, so we all have an avenue of escape.”

“He’s got big brains to go with his big cock,” Ayla said with a wry smile. “Let’s do this.”

That compliment gave me a confidence boost. I wondered if that would translate to increased strength, somehow.

“Let’s do this,” I said, determined to win.

Esme jumped up to the platform atop the pillars. I stayed to the left and Ayla to the right. We conjured our hammers. The three of us moved forward toward the Crowned One.

Once we were twenty feet away, it stood. It pointed at me with a skeletal hand larger than my body. Its eyes erupted into balls of fire.

“You do not belong here,” it said, though its mouth didn’t move. The voice came from everywhere. Dark and discordant, as if from hell itself. “I will devour every soul on this wretched rock. Then, once I have digested this fetid planet, I shall travel to yours and begin again.”

Did it mean… Earth? Was this the voice of the…

“Shadowsoul,” Esme said. “The Shadowsoul speaks through it. We’ve… we’ve chanced upon one of its tethers, somehow!”

A laugh from the depths of hell echoed in my ears. My bones quivered. “Yes, lovely girl. I will sup on your flesh and soul alike. You will never find rest within my bowels. Tortured for an eternity, you will pray that you’d never been born.”

That sounded bad. I glanced back at the door. Sure, I’d gotten more powerful, but powerful enough to fight one of the Shadowsoul’s tethers?

The door slammed shut. Then it disappeared, replaced by smooth wall.

No way out.

“You will not run,” it said. “Your name is Remy, is it not? I shall feast on your body, mind, and soul. And from it, I will discover the precise location of your home world.”

Okay, that sounded pretty bad. Was I about to doom my own world? While I didn’t love Earth, there were plenty of good people on it. I obviously didn’t want the same cataclysm that destroyed this planet to end the lives of billions on Earth.

“We’re the ones who’ll be feasting,” I said as I raised my hammer. “You wouldn’t put your most powerful tether on this tiny, insignificant piece of shit island, would you, Shadowsoul?” I grinned. “Know what? You’re nothing but a talker. And talkers make me hungry!”

The Crowned One let out a deafening screech. Wind howled against us, almost pushing Ayla and me backward. Esme struggled to keep her balance on the platform.

The Crowned One conjured a blade of fire that was twice my height. The embers upon it crackled. It jumped off its dais and dashed toward me, the ground quaking with every step.

I slid under its frontal swipe. As I passed beneath its legs, I struck its shin with my wind hammer.

Shadows burst as it dropped to its knee. From above, Esme loosed ice arrows at its head, wisps of shadow erupting. Ayla hit its other foot with her hammer, then backstepped as its flaming sword pierced the ground where she’d stood.

This was too easy. This motherfucker doubtless had a second form. We ought not to get cocky.

Its bony foot erupted with fire as it kicked in my direction. I rolled forward, conjured my ice katana, and tried to slice a toe off. I managed to cut a wound from which plenty of shadow bled.

Ayla ran forward and hit its shin with a hammer thrust. It swiveled toward her. She backdashed several yards.

My turn. I took the chance to execute a jumping attack on the back of its knee. I cut a huge swathe across its rotting form.

Meanwhile, Esme continued doing ice damage to its head. Wisps of shadow sprouted from each of her arrow shots. I suspected that once this thing reached half health, it would enrage and we’d see its true and final form.

After a few more attacks, it staggered and fell on its knees.

“Don’t go near it!” I shouted. “It’s about to reveal its second form! Don’t take the bait!”

But Ayla was already dashing toward it. She slid to arrest her momentum, but by then, it was too late. A tentacle covered in eyes burst out of the torso of the Crowned One. It raged toward her.
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DEEP ONES


Ayla attempted a backward dash, but the tentacle lashed her leg, and she fell on her side with a scream. Blood spurted from above her shin.

I wanted to help her, but more tentacles burst out of the Crowned One. Its legs turned to ash, replaced by two strong tentacles that kept it standing. Its arms sagged, as did its head. An eye sprouted out of the middle of its face. From its torso, more tentacles covered in eyes sprang forth.

Now it was as if its skin and body were just a puppet on the strings of a tentacle creature. Using its upgraded maneuverability, it climbed the platform where Esme was.

“Jump down!” I shouted.

As it lashed at her, Esme jumped off. I ran forward and caught her. Gave her a kiss and set her to her feet.

“Help Ayla,” I said. “I’ll finish this bastard off.”

She nodded and ran toward Ayla. I leaped onto the platform with the power of the Leaping Shoes. Since my clothes gave me increased agility when fleeing, I knew I could always turn and run and be able to outpace this ass ugly monster.

“It’s just me and you, you fuck.” Not my most creative insult, but it would do. I brandished my ice katana as the roiling ball of tentacles flailed toward me.

As it lashed at me, always from more than one direction, I’d jump to dodge. Or I’d sidestep, backdash, or even roll forward. I did whatever I had to do to avoid its attacks and get a few strikes in.

But each time I cut off a tentacle, a new one would grow. Still, the fact that shadows bled out of the wounds meant I was doing damage. And it couldn’t have infinite health.

I wasn’t perfect, though. I mistimed a forward roll and a hideous, slimy tentacle slapped my belly. An ungodly pain flared through my core as I bruised. I doused myself with a healing potion. The pain receded and the bruising eased.

All I could do was whittle away at it. After a few minutes, Esme and Ayla jumped onto the platform. They attacked it from behind with hammer and katana, though it didn’t really have a behind, given that its tentacles could lash in any direction.

Realizing it was cornered, it crawled off the platform and back onto the floor of the throne room. Was it trying to run?

I chased it, my clothing’s special ability giving me just enough agility to outpace it and get a whirl of katana slashes in. The monstrous thing shrieked and cried out from all the amputations. Ayla and Esme kept hitting it, as well. And then as I severed yet another tentacle, shadow vomited out, and it didn’t grow back. Esme hit some of the tentacles with an Ice Blast, and they actually froze, which allowed Ayla to shatter them with her hammer.

The whole monstrosity turned into shadow. The entire room filled with black smoke.

SHADOWSOUL TETHER SLAIN

Blood covered Ayla’s right leg. Esme’s airy blue shirt was soaked in sweat. The front of my shirt was bloody and the threads broken.

Despite the pain, we all hollered in joy. We’d just won our greatest battle. How good it felt.

“You all right?” I asked Ayla.

She nodded and jumped into my arms. I planted a loving kiss on her cheek. I was starting to feel more than just lust for her. Our noses touched, and I kissed her lips.

Esme came to my side and hugged me. I kissed her, too. Lest we get carried away, I settled Ayla back on her feet and walked toward the throne, where a treasure surely waited.

But upon arriving at the throne, which was this wide seat with a red-velvet cushion and a back and sides that gleamed with gold, I found nothing.

I scratched my stubble. “Surely that couldn’t be it. The tether must’ve been protecting some sort of powerful item.”

“Well,” Ayla said, “didn’t you say this was a ‘backwater shit island,’ or something?”

“I was just trying to belittle him.”

Esme jumped onto the throne. She sat on the velvet seat, looking like a tiny child. She struck a queenly pose. “I’m queen for the day!”

The sound of grinding gears came from somewhere beneath our feet. The dais we stood on began to move down, as if it was an elevator.

“Nice one!” I said to Esme.

“I didn’t mean for that to happen, but I’ll take the praise.”

“She wanted to be queen,” Ayla said, “forgetting that she’s just our willing servant.”

“Stop,” Esme replied. “Keep saying such things and my juices will soak this chair. And then you’ll have to suck Remy off so he can adventure without a stiff.”

“I don’t mind any of that,” I said.

The platform came to a stop. A room lit by golden light appeared ahead. Perfectly polished candle holders stood in the corners. Incense burners spread a musky scent around the room. The banners hanging on the wall, which sported a spiral, sparkled as if they’d just been sewn.

“Magic is keeping this room preserved.” Ayla pointed to a golden treasure chest at the far end. A golden mist surrounded it. “And there’s our prize.”

Esme and I ran up to it, as joyous as we’d ever been.

“Since you’re queen for the day,” I said, “you do the honors.”

Esme was so giddy as she flung the top of the golden chest open. She reached inside and pulled out… a scroll.

“That’s it?” I said. “A piece of fucking paper?”

“Now hold on,” Ayla said. “A piece of paper could be anything. A new power, perhaps.”

True. Esme removed the wax seal, which also had an imprint of a spiral, and unrolled the scroll.

She began reading,

Here lies a blessing from the Deep Ones to the warrior who slew the tether of the Shadowsoul. Know that the Shadowsoul is a deviant and wretched creation, sent to devour worlds and souls in service of the Outer Gods, who are an enemy of ours. We will aid those who choose to fight them.

Should you partake of this blessing, you will gain the power of the Nihility. This is an element beyond the control of any mortal or god. It is the primordial sea from which all things emanate.

And so we ask you: will you willingly draw power from the Nihility?

“That’s it?” I asked.

“That’s all it says,” Esme said. “I think you have to answer, Remy. You’re the warrior in question.”

She handed me the scroll.

“But we don’t even know what this power does. Of course the gods would be vague. How annoying.”

“Nihility…” Ayla tousled her gorgeous green hair. “It’s not an element I’m familiar with. Whatever power it’s going to grant you, I imagine it’ll be beyond what any curseborn is capable of.”

Esme took my arm. “Whatever it is, I know you can handle it, Remy. I know – in my heart – that you were meant to come here and free us from the Shadowsoul. Perhaps the Deep Ones inspired us to find you.”

“Hmm… so are you saying I’m being used by an eldritch god to fight another eldritch god? Are the Deep Ones and the Outer Gods at war, or something?”

It sure seemed that way. Not that learning that was very comforting. In any case, I wasn’t the type to say “no” to power. Whatever that power was, I wanted it so I could protect what I loved. Protect Esme and Ayla, and ensure that we lived better lives than the ones we were living before we met each other.

“I accept,” I said. “I willingly draw power from the Nihility.”

Everything went black. Suddenly, I was floating in space. Stars burned around me. Behind those stars were clouds, each one the size of a galaxy. These clouds took such bizarre shapes. One even resembled the tentacle monster we’d just defeated.

The stars themselves began rotating around each other, swirling as if in a cauldron of fire. Then they took the shape of words. Words I could understand.

NEW NIHILITY ABILITY UNLOCKED

FAST TRAVEL GRANTED
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QUEEN


The stars blazed so blindingly bright. I couldn’t cover my eyes because I didn’t even have hands. Once that light immersed me, I screamed without a mouth.

And then I blinked. I was back in the room with Esme and Ayla. The scroll I was holding turned to ash in my hands and vanished.

“What happened?” Esme tightened her hold on my arm. “Are you all right, Remy?”

I nodded. “Looks like I’ve been granted the power to fast travel.”

“Fast travel?” Ayla said. “How does that work?”

“It means we can go to places we’ve already discovered without the need for a mount. However, not just any places – there would have to be a fast travel point present.” It seemed I’d been given knowledge of how it worked, too. It felt strange to pluck things I’d never known straight from my brain.

“Well, where are these fast travel points?” Esme asked.

“Let’s keep a look out,” I replied. “For now, we should get out of here and decide our next steps.”

We ascended up to the throne room using the platform, which was activated by anyone sitting on the throne. Then we walked out of the throne room and out of the palace. Back to the dark sky.

“You know what,” I said. “We should be more ambitious. This island shouldn’t be our limit.”

“You want to go to the mainland?” Ayla asked.

The mainland seemed like a logical destination. However, there was one thing we hadn’t completed on this island.

“Let’s go back to the dungeon and kill the Soulless Warrior,” I said. “Then let’s head to the mainland.”

“Sounds like a plan.” Ayla punched her palm.

“What if we still lack the power to defeat the Soulless Warrior?” Esme asked.

“Good point…” I gazed at Ayla. “I know just the power-up we need. Ayla and I must advanced our soulbond to level two.”

Ayla smiled as her face flushed. “You’re right. We’ve only just met, really. I’ve hardly gotten to know you.”

“Then you two should spend some time together, alone,” Esme said. “I’d love for you to get closer.”

I shook my head. “You say that as if you’re an impediment to us getting closer. If anything, you’ve facilitated it.”

“He’s right,” Ayla said. “Esme, you should be with us.”

Esme nodded. “Whatever you think is best, Remy.”

“You know what I think is best?” I said. “We happen to be very rich at the moment. Let’s lighten our soulcores with another night at the hot spring.”

“Hot spring?” Ayla beamed, her dimples utterly adorable. “I love that place!”

“What are we waiting for?” Esme giggled. “Back to the hot spring!”

We paid extra for a special villa. It stood in the middle of its own small lake. The lake was divided into hot and cold sections, and we could enter the lake from any room in the villa. It had three bathrooms, each with its own waterfall for showering, and three king-sized floor beds. Bottles of wine in a variety of colors adorned a shelf alongside crystal goblets. There were couches that were slightly raised off the floor – Esme called them divans – that were made of the softest silk threads. Carpets with ornate bird patterns were hanging on the walls and spread across the floors.

Outside, by the lake, were apple trees and a garden with flowers in six colors. For the first time in my life, I felt like a king.

We sat amid the garden on canopied divans, enjoying the fresh air and birdsong.

“Sit in his lap,” Esme said to Ayla. “I think he’ll like how your ass feels.”

I nodded to show my approval. Ayla plopped onto my lap, and my manhood stood up, as if it wanted to shoot through her tight pants into the crack between her cheeks.

She straddled me, letting me feel the softness of her cheeks. I pulled her closer so she could rest her head on my shoulder, and planted a kiss on her lips.

Esme poured red wine into two crystal goblets and handed them to us.

“Anything else I can get my king and queen?” she asked. She was being such a good servant, and surely we’d reward her later.

“Nothing for now,” I replied.

Esme sat on the ground next to the divan. Of course, as a servant, she couldn’t sit up here with us.

I felt up Ayla’s ass cheeks and pushed my bulge between them. “As much as I want to rail you right here, I don’t think that’s what’s preventing our soulbond from leveling up.”

“You’re right. You and I need to connect on a deeper level.”

My relationship with Ayla had grown in the opposite way to my relationship with Esme, for whom I’d developed affection before things became physical. That made my feelings for Esme more complex, whereas with Ayla, we seemed pulled together mostly by lust.

“Tell me about your adventures in the mainland,” I said.

“I wouldn’t call them adventures,” Ayla answered. “I’d do jobs so I could provide for myself. I had regular clients that paid me decently for slaying monsters and gathering crafting ingredients. The mainland’s really big. There’s so much ground to cover, and it can get really dangerous outside of settlements.”

“You must have a map, then. Like Esme does for this island.”

“I do. But I’ve really only been to the south east of the mainland. The whole northern part is a mystery to me. I hear it can get dreadfully cold there.”

As interesting as this conversation was, it was all surface level stuff. Basically small talk. I wasn’t sure how to bond with her at an emotional level. And all I wanted to do was pull off her tight pants and take her doggy style, enjoying her ass cheeks on full view as I plowed her.

But as sumptuous as sex with her would be, I didn’t want to do it until we’d bonded deeply. That way, the sex might actually unlock our next soulbond level, which could give us the wind ability needed to take down the Soulless Warrior. Failing to loot that treasure gave me a different kind of blue balls.

I clasped our hands together. Hers were slightly sweaty. Her hand was small like Esme’s, but a bit pudgier, which made it more comfortable to hold.

I glanced at Esme, who was sitting on the ground and watching us. She liked to watch, didn’t she? Later, I could order her to just watch as Ayla and I made love. She could pleasure herself if she wanted, but tonight, I decided I would not touch Esme. All my focus would be on Ayla.

“Remy.” Ayla rested her head on my chest, as if to hear my heartbeats. “Can I be honest with you?”

“Of course. That’s what I want.”

“My whole life, I’ve wanted to become strong on my own. I didn’t want to rely on anyone else, because I’d always get hurt, exiled, or abandoned somehow.”

“Go on.” I stroked her hair, giving her comfort so the words would flow.

“That’s why it’s not easy… to say what I feel.”

“It’s okay. You don’t need to say anything if you’re not comfortable.”

Ayla sniffled. “I’m sorry. I know it’s important that we advance our soulbond. I’m being so selfish.”

If she felt pressured, it would have the opposite effect. It would make our soulbond even more difficult to advance. I had to help her be comfortable.

“We’re here to enjoy ourselves, Ayla. You don’t have to say a word if you don’t want to.”

Esme sat next to her friend. “He’s right. Let’s just have a good time. Whatever happens, happens.” She looked at me and grinned. “Isn’t that right, Master?”

“Give your queen a massage,” I said. “I want her to be completely relaxed.”

Esme got behind Ayla and began massaging her shoulders. Ayla closed her eyes, the tension leaving her face.

“You like it?” Esme whispered in her friend’s ear.

Ayla nodded.

“Ayla is your queen. You better make sure she’s completely satisfied.”

Esme nodded. “Yes, Master. I will.”

Ayla turned suddenly to face Esme, their noses almost touching. “You want to be my plaything, Esme?”

Esme let out a soft moan. “Yes. Of course. It’ll make me feel so good.”

“You’ll be rewarded for being an obedient plaything,” I said. “Is that understood?”

Esme nodded.

I looked into Ayla’s eyes. She seemed satisfied. I gave her a succulent kiss to show her that she was the queen.

I was confident that putting Ayla in the position she enjoyed would strengthen our soulbond, in the long run. It would also be great for my soulbond with Esme, since she enjoyed her position, too.

It all had to be consummated in the most pleasurable of ways. So I pulled off Ayla’s shirt. Her unbelievable breasts popped out.

I gestured for Esme to come closer. I cupped Ayla’s left breast, squeezing the nipple, and gestured for Esme to settle her mouth on it.

Esme licked Ayla’s nipple, her saliva shimmering, then sucked up her saliva and put her whole mouth around it.

I stroked Esme’s hair. “From now on, you will service your queen. Whatever she asks, you must obey. Your job is to make her feel good.”

Ayla gave me a passionate kiss. Then she got close to my ear and whispered, “I want to do something to Esme. Something that would really please me. But I want your permission, first.”

Whatever this act was, perhaps it could take our soulbond to the next level. Also, my cock throbbed just from wondering what it could be. While in our previous escapade, Ayla had seemed circumspect, now she was ready to open up about her particular desires, which meant she might open up about other things, too.

“You can do anything to her,” I said. “You’re a queen. She’s only fit to pleasure and serve you.”

“Thank you, Remy.”

Ayla tugged Esme’s hair. Esme winced from the pain.

Then Ayla slapped Esme.

“My queen,” Esme said, rubbing her reddened cheek. “Have I done you wrong in some way?”

“I didn’t like the way you licked me. I have no choice but to punish you, now.”

“Yes, my queen. I’ll accept any punishment. Anything at all. It is what I deserve.”

So Esme was inviting Ayla to do whatever she wanted. And now that Ayla was feeling more secure, she was ready to show her true self. I knew I’d want to join in later, but for now, I was content to watch and let Ayla play with her friend.
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KNOW YOUR PLACE


Ayla tugged Esme by her hair. She dragged her gently to the side of the pool.

“Remove all your clothes,” Ayla said.

Esme obeyed. When she took off her panties, they were dripping wet.

“Lie down flat on your back.”

Esme did as ordered. I enjoyed the sight of her perky breasts and her perfectly flat stomach. In fact, Esme had fat only in her breasts, hips, and ass – though not as much as Ayla. I enjoyed both their bodies equally.

Ayla took Esme’s panties. “Open your mouth.”

Esme did as ordered.

Ayla bunched up Esme’s panties and stuck them in her mouth.

“You like the taste of your own pussy?” Ayla asked.

Esme nodded. Of course she did. For how much fun Ayla was having, Esme was just as willing to do whatever she was ordered.

Ayla pinched Esme’s nipple. Esme could only moan with pleasurable pain, considering her mouth was stuffed with her own underwear.

“I used to be jealous of you, Esme. And not just that – I was jealous of whoever would have you. The truth is, I’d been lusting for you since I hit puberty. I’d dream about doing things to you. Now I finally get to do those things.”

I began stroking my own cock, as if I were watching some depraved porno.

“I’m a sick person,” Ayla said. “Maybe because I’ve been so horny for so long. I know you cared about me. But even so, I just wanted to hurt you, Esme, because you were so cute.” She squeezed Esme’s nipple again.

Esme’s muffled moan was obviously drenched in pleasure. And her pussy was flowing like a fountain. She liked this more than me. More than Ayla, even.

“If I had a cock, I’d fuck you raw,” Ayla said. “I wish I did. It’s all I want to do right now. I want to fuck you and show you how much I love you and hate you, the precious, innocent thing that you are.”

Damn. I wished we had a strap on or at least a dildo. I’d watch that. But I was the only one around here with a dick.

“Even now, seeing you like this, it just pisses me off,” Ayla said. “You were always so willing to please. Always doing and saying whatever others asked of you. I know you’re this way because you needed to survive, but it makes me want to hurt you.”

Ayla slid a finger into Esme’s pussy. Esme’s muffled cry made precum shoot out of my tip.

Ayla stuck another finger into Esme. Then another. She twisted Esme’s nipple and fucked her with three fingers.

“Do you know why I left this island?” Ayla said. “Sure, it was because the prince exiled me. But I was happy to go. Because unlike you, I wasn’t scared of venturing out by myself. I didn’t need to stay in someone’s shadow, the way you stayed in Sherry’s.”

It had been a while since someone had mentioned Sherry, the gorgeous red-haired witch who’d transported me here. I wondered what the dynamic between the three of them was.

“I know you stayed a good virgin girl for Remy, but admit it – you must’ve lusted for Sherry. Perfect Sherry. She was always a natural leader. You served her with so much eagerness, didn’t you? But she didn’t look at you that way. The way Remy and I do.”

Esme writhed with pleasure as Ayla’s soaked fingers went in and out, in and out. All the while, Ayla kept her other hand clamped on Esme’s nipple.

“You should be punished for being so insufferable,” Ayla said. “You deserve so much worse than this. You’re pathetic. You’re nothing more than a loyal pup without a will of your own.”

Ayla pulled Esme’s panties from her mouth. Esme gasped and breathed from her mouth again.

“Were you close to coming?” Ayla removed her drenched fingers from Esme’s hole. “I could tell you were. You don’t deserve it.”

Ayla looked at me. “My king,” she said. “Now you’ve seen what I’m really like. You know I’m not the kind heart you thought I was. In truth, I’m full of anger.”

Esme sat up. She kissed her friend on the lips, their tongues meeting in heat. Then she pulled away and hugged Ayla.

“It’s okay, Ayla. It’s okay. We’re all so messed up. But I’ll always be here for you.”

I honestly didn’t know what was going on. All I could really think was that my dick needed to explode, and it needed to do so in a warm hole.

I got up and approached the two.

“Enough,” I said. “Ayla might be my queen and you a servant, but you are both beneath me. On your knees.”

They did as ordered. They got on their knees facing my cock.

“You had your fun while your master sat and watched. Unacceptable.”

“Forgive me, Master,” Esme said.

Ayla said, “Forgive me, si–”

I jammed my cock in Ayla’s mouth before she could close it.

“Let me show you your place, Ayla.” I pulled on her hair, guiding her lips and tongue up and down my shaft. “You can do whatever you want to Esme, but I can always do whatever I want to you.”

I pulled Esme closer by the hair, as well. I pointed to my balls. They weren’t going to lick themselves.

She kissed and licked and sucked on them. They both showed so much eagerness, serving me. And then I reached the point of explosion.

I made sure to come all over Ayla’s face and breasts. A gallon of my seed drenched her. Then I looked at Esme and pointed at the mess. Esme moaned with utter delight and began to clean Ayla with her tongue.

Once she was done sucking every drop from Ayla’s breasts, neck, and face, I said, “Don’t swallow it just yet. Share my gift with the queen.”

Ayla opened her mouth and Esme let my seed drop inside.

“Now give it back to Esme so she can swallow it.”

Ayla spat my seed into Esme’s mouth. Esme swirled it around with her tongue and swallowed.

“Good. None of us are perfect. We all want to love others and hurt others. But I am the master. Whatever I say goes. Is that understood?”

They both nodded, my leftover seed still glistening on their lips.
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IT'S NICE TO BE RICH


After they washed up, Ayla and Esme returned to sit with me at the poolside.

“Here are the rules of my harem,” I said. “If anyone doesn’t like something, tell me. If anyone is frustrated or holding something in, tell me. I won’t allow any jealousy or negative feelings in my harem. We all must love each other and love our roles.”

They both nodded.

“And remember – your soulbonds are with me. While I do enjoy watching you pleasure each other, it is only by my permission and ultimately for my pleasure. When it comes to each other, you’re still just good friends. Is that understood?”

They both said, “Yes.”

“Good. It was fun watching the two of you. Did you find it cathartic, Ayla?”

She nodded. “There was so much inside of me that came out. So much that had gotten stuck.” She caressed Esme’s hair. “Thank you for playing the part.”

Esme chuckled. “It’s so fun for me. But I suppose the part about me just being a follower is true. I wouldn’t know how to lead.”

I kissed Esme’s forehead. “Even so, you’re both equal to me. It’s all just for fun, all right? But if it helps get feelings out and if it’s therapeutic, we can extend the roleplay as deep as it needs to go. That said, it goes against every fiber of my being to treat you both as anything but equal.”

Esme rested her head on my shoulder. “I love you, Remy”

“I love you, too.”

Tears glistened on Esme’s eyes. “Do you really love me?”

I nodded. “Of course. You and Ayla are the most amazing women I’ve ever met. And it’s not because you’re both perfect. I love your flaws as much as I love your virtues.”

I turned to Ayla and gave her a kiss.

“You don’t have to hold out on me,” I said. “If you’re feeling something, even something negative, you can tell me. I don’t expect either of you to be anything but human.”

She nuzzled her nose on mine. “You’re amazing, Remy. I want to give myself to you, completely.”

Esme came close to my ear and said, “You both should make love. Take her to the bed. Like you did for me, show her exactly how you feel.”

“What about you?”

“You know I like to watch. Besides, your soulbond with her doesn’t run through me. Sometimes it does have to be just you and her. And on that note, I booked you two a dinner in the cave.”

“You’re not coming?”

Esme shook her head. “I’m going to enjoy the warm and cold pools.” She focused her eyes on mine. “Level up your soulbond with her, Remy. Our progress depends on it.”

At the restaurant in the quartz cave, we sat beneath some stalactites at a wooden table with a silky tablecloth. Ayla had totally let her hair out, and now it rested just beyond her shoulders. In all this time, I hadn’t really looked at her. She had the slightest freckles around her nose, and her wavy eyebrows matched her thick lips perfectly.

We’d put the cart before the horse with our relationship. That was why our soulbond hadn’t leveled up. Just who was she? I had to treat this like a first date. I had to get to know her. But more than that, I had to make her trust me with those powerful emotions she’d just put on full display.

“Tell me about growing up,” I said. “The good, the bad, the painful.”

“Us curseborn weren’t allowed to live in the settlements. We all grew up together at this lodge in the mountains. And as we became more attuned to our powers, we’d go on missions. Hunting monsters and such.”

“So you all know each other.”

“Well… yeah… but honestly, that didn’t mean that we all got along. Sherry, Esme, and I were friends, though.”

“So Sherry was the leader of your little friend group.”

“Yeah. She’s a natural leader. I think you’d like her. Although…”

“Although?”

“She’s not that easy to handle.”

“You mean to say she’s strong-willed?”

“Sherry always gets what she wants.”

I looked forward to seeing her again. There was something thrilling about the thought, in fact.

“What about you?” I put my hand on Ayla’s. “Did you get what you wanted?”

“I wanted you from the moment we met. So in the end, I suppose I did.”

I was glad she felt that way. “What was it like growing up with Sherry?”

“I was sort of like her second in command. I was good at advising. Esme, meanwhile, was good at following orders.”

“I see.”

Our conversation was mostly surface level. I had to take it deeper. And to do so, I’d have to be vulnerable.

“Back in my world, I was not a leader,” I said. “I blindly followed what society dictated. In the end, my life was so hollow that I was honestly happy when it ended.”

Ayla squeezed my hand. “So coming here was a second chance for you, then.”

I nodded. “Whenever I hear someone say the word ‘curseborn’ I know it’s a load of bullshit. Back in my world, people were given all sorts of labels to shame them. People were ridiculed for the way they looked, for what they believed. Ayla, I want you to know that you’re not cursed.”

“If I’m not cursed, then what am I? Why are we elementals so different?”

“Isn’t it obvious? It’s not a curse. It’s a blessing.”

“A blessing? Then why were we all born on the day the Shadowsoul came?”

“Isn’t that obvious, too? You were born on that day because it’s when you were needed. You were needed to save this monster-infested world.”

“If we’re so needed, why does everyone treat us like shit?”

“Because they’re guided by their fears, just like so many back in my world. They fear your powers. And yet in their hearts, they know it’s only you who can save them, and so they resent you for being better than them.”

Ayla took a sip of her white wine. “Even if you’re right, that doesn’t change how they treat us. We’ll always be made to feel cursed.”

“Sure, but you don’t have to internalize it. You don’t have to believe it. What I’m trying to say is – you’re an incredible person, Ayla. You’ve got a kind heart. That’s what makes you lovable. It’s not your power that makes you good or bad, it’s what’s inside.”

Ayla gave me a sad smile. “Thank you, Remy. I feel like I can be myself around you. Like I don’t have to bottle things. Truth is… I’m sad or angry all the time. I put on a smile so others won’t notice, but it’s how I am.”

The way others had treated her had made her that way. Perhaps by treating her well, and by changing this world, I could make her happy.

“You don’t have to hide it from me,” I said. “Tell me whatever you want. No need to feel shame for anything.”

“Thank you. I’ve tried to be so many things. Strong. Happy. Free. But I’m not these things. All I really want… all I really want is to fall into the arms of someone like you.”

“My arms are always open for you, Ayla. You’re not alone anymore. You don’t have to be free or strong or happy. You just have to be you. We’re soulbonded, now, so I’ll care for you no matter what.”

She nodded, tears glistening on her eyes. “Are all people from your world as amazing as you?”

“I’m not trying to be amazing. I’m trying to be fair and truthful. There was so much evil in my world. I was powerless there, but I’m not here.”

“You’re amazing to me, Remy. No one has ever talked to me the way you just did. No one has ever given me the benefit of the doubt like that.”

I clasped our hands together. “We have a unique opportunity, Ayla. I’ve been thinking a lot about this, in fact. I want to become the most powerful man in this world. I want to banish the Shadowsoul back to the hell from which it spawned. And then I want to sit upon the throne of this world. I want to make it a just and good place. Obviously, I’m not nearly strong enough, yet. But that’s my vision. That’s my goal. And I want you and Esme by my side.”

“Of course. I’ll never abandon you. I’ll be here for you, always. You don’t know how happy you’ve just made me. To be able to stand with someone who really has a chance of saving this world and making it a good place – it’s all I’ve ever wanted.”

“I’m not just going to save this world from the Shadowsoul. I’m going to save it from itself.”

“I’m with you all the way, Remy.”

Our food came. I was bold enough to try something other than chicken nuggets, this time: peppercorn soup with moon-cactus sauce. I held the bowl up to my mouth and slurped up the thick, greenish liquid.

“This is actually not bad,” I said, wiping soup off my stubble. “It’s kind of like lentil soup but zestier, and with a strong hit of sweet.”

Ayla chuckled. “What was the food like on your world?”

“Definitely blander than this. At least in the part of the world I came from.”

Ayla had ordered bread with some kind of blue seafood curry. I wasn’t bold enough to get a taste, but from the way she mmm’d and scarfed it down, I was almost tempted.

“I’ve never had delicacies like these,” she said. “No way would I ever spend my hard-earned soulcores on such a thing. It’s nice to be rich, isn’t it?”

“No matter what people try to claim to the contrary, having the means to buy whatever you need really does make life better. We deserve to be at the top, Ayla.”

“At the top… but the emperor and his princes are at the top.”

“Emperor… where does he live?”

“On the mainland, in the capital city.”

“Then who governs this island?”

“One of his nephews. He lives in Port City. It’s the largest, and only, city on this island.”

“Ah. I haven’t been there yet. We’ve really not traveled too far from where I first appeared. I’ve no sense of how big this world is. Like… how many countries are there?”

She swallowed. “I’m not sure. There are five major continents, though.”

“So are there curseborn scattered throughout the world?”

Ayla nodded. “I believe so. A large number of people were born that day.”

“What about the men who were born on the day the Shadowsoul came?”

“No men were born that day, oddly enough.”

How bizarre.

This world was full of injustices, just like my own. I had to right these wrongs as much as I had to defeat the Shadowsoul.

“This world is so much like my own,” I said. “And yet it’s also so different. But what matters is, I really do care about it. I don’t want anyone to suffer from injustices born of such stupidity and malice.”

“I’m with you.”

“Mark my words. We’re going to change things, and we’re going to do it by ascending to the very top. First we have to focus on gaining power. Advancing our soulbonds, defeating great monsters, finding the best loot. I’m sure there are even more avenues to power that I’m not aware of.”

“And don’t forget – finding more curseborn for you to soulbond with.” Ayla giggled. “The thought of it does make me a little jealous. As much as I love her, sometimes I don’t want to share you with Esme.”

Our server walked over to our table and glared at me.

“Oh, I don’t need anything,” I said to him. That’s when I noticed he wasn’t our server.

The man wore a long, regal robe with paintings of peacocks on them. His blond hair reached his neck, and he sported a thick mustache.

“I heard everything you said.” He clutched the dagger sheathed to his belt. “Do you realize your tongue has spouted treachery?”
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WATER WHIP


I stood and faced the man who’d just accused me of treachery. He was a head taller than me, and his dark eyes betrayed no fear.

“My tongue will do whatever it wants,” I said.

“Not if it’s cut from your mouth.”

“How dare you threaten me?”

“How dare you threaten the emperor?”

“I never threatened the emperor.”

A girl approached. She was short and petite, and her white shirt and skirt were almost entirely see-through. She had delicate skin, white hair, and carried an aura of fragility.

She opened her hand. A whip materialized in it, made entirely of water.

“Is this man causing you trouble, Master?”

The blond man turned to her. “Shut your mouth, you cretin. Do you think someone so base could ever cause me trouble?”

“I am sorry, Master.”

“If I needed a weapon, I would conjure it myself. And if I need you, I will call for you.”

“Yes, Master. Please forgive me.” The girl glared at me. Then she slinked away and stood several paces back. She had such mesmerizing gray eyes.

Ayla rose and stood behind me. She whispered in my ear, “Look at the crest on his collar. He works for the prince.”

The crest on his collar featured a curved sword beneath three moons.

“So you’re one of the prince’s goons.” I gave him my best snicker. “Good. I was hoping to meet one of you.”

“You will watch your words when addressing an esteemed minister.”

“There’s nothing esteemed about you. You denigrated a woman who obviously cares for you. You intruded upon a couple happily having dinner and discussing their dreams.”

“Dreams that would see the emperor replaced with you. I’ll not allow such talk in my presence.”

All the diners in the cave were staring our way. So were the servers, who seemed unwilling to intervene.

“Let’s take this outside,” I said.

“All right with me.”

We walked outside the dining cave and onto a tree-lined pathway. Ayla followed at my back. The blond-haired man’s gray-eyed servant followed him, though kept several paces behind.

Perhaps I could try a more conciliatory tone to defuse things. After all, we were trying to enjoy our time at this onsen, and violence would disrupt that.

“My name is Remy,” I said. “Perhaps we got off on the wrong start.”

“I piss on your name. You’ll come with me and face justice for your words.”

“Justice for mere words? I was only telling my lovely lady my most fanciful dreams. Obviously I could never make them a reality. I’m sure you understand what dreams are to a man?”

“I couldn’t care less. I can tell you’re a foreigner to this world. That makes you dangerous. A dangerous man with dangerous words.”

“And what about you? Can you wield the power of water, like her?”

He chuckled. “I don’t owe you any answers. You don’t want to make things difficult. I’m taking you to the prince.”

“The only place I’m going is back in that cave to finish my dinner. I dare you to try and take me anywhere else.”

I conjured my wind hammer. The blond-haired man stepped back.

“Master Saran,” the petite, gray-eyed young woman said as she stepped forward. “Please be care⁠—”

He backhanded her. She cried out and fell on her behind. That got my blood boiling. How dare he hit her?

“What did I just say, Tara? I don’t need you to do anything but wash my feet and clean up after me.”

“You’re a real piece of shit,” I said. “I was willing to let you walk away. But now… now I’m going to fuck you up.”

“Hmph. You’re really deluded, aren’t you? Think you can defeat me and the entire empire?”

“No one gets in my way. And no one hits a woman in my presence.”

“Her life is worth less than an insect’s. I can do whatever I want to her and her cursed kind. There is no law forbidding it.”

“There will be, once I take the throne.”

“There it is.” Saran conjured a water whip. “Spouting treachery in the open. I’ll have to lash you unconscious. Then I’ll drag you to prison. Oh, and I’ll enslave your lovely green-haired wench.”

Ayla conjured her wind hammer, too.

I turned to her. “Let me handle this.”

She shook her head. “No way. You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me. I won’t let this asshole hurt you.”

I got on the balls of my feet, ready to dash toward Saran and send him flying. Then footsteps sounded on the pathway, and another man appeared, walking past Tara and coming to Saran’s side.

He was dark-haired but garbed in similar brocade, with these gold-specked pointy shoes that resembled my own, but obviously of better material.

“Saran, have you forgotten who owns this resort?” he said. “If you start a fight here, it’ll scare off his best customers. Then I’ll never hear the end of it.”

Saran turned to him. “Leric, would you really let treachery go unpunished?”

“This is not the time nor place to punish treachery.” Leric glared at me. “We’ll find this cretin out there in the wilds. And when we do, he’ll get his due, and so will the creatures in his harem.”

Saran sighed in disappointment. His water whip disappeared as he made a fist.

“It’s your lucky day,” he said. “Take your woman and get out. I’ll give you a day’s head start. But tomorrow, once I’m happy and full and have checked out from this fine establishment, I’ll be hunting you.”

I shook my head. “The thing is, Saran, I don’t actually care what the other customers here think. I’m not letting you walk away with her.” I pointed at Tara, who was looking right at me.

He chuckled. “You’re not letting me walk away? What kind of joke is this?”

“You’re obviously not soulbonded to her since she’s a curseborn, yet you’re able to draw power from her. I bet that means what you’re using to do that isn’t as permanent as a soulbond.”

Ayla whispered in my ear, “Look at his ring. The one with the sapphire. It’s what allows him to draw power from nearby water elementals.”

The sapphire ring was on his left ring finger. All I had to do was cut it off. I could freeze him with an Ice Blast, then use my ice katana to do the deed.

I conjured an Ice Blast and palmed it toward Saran. Leric jumped in the way and held his palm out. My Ice Blast crashed into a black forcefield that projected from Leric’s hand.

He gestured for Saran to walk away.

“You must’ve paid a lot for your night here,” Leric said. “I’ll give you a few hours to calm yourself in the hot spring. Then you will leave here and never return. With your loose tongue, you’ve made some powerful enemies. You will assuredly come to regret it.”

“No, Leric, you’re the one who’ll suffer regret. You don’t know me. You haven’t even assessed what I’m capable of. That makes you just as much a fool as your friend. You still have time to get on my good side. The sooner you do it, the better it will be for you.”

I’d said enough. And I wasn’t just going to let Saran walk away to wherever he could abuse Tara. He’d said he would be hunting me. No. I’d be hunting him. I’d make it my mission to cut off that ring finger and free Tara.
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MERCIFUL MAN


“The way you stood up to him…” Ayla came to my side and grabbed my hand. She placed it inside her pants and rubbed my palm against her silky panties. They were so wet. “I’ve never wanted anything as much as I want you, right now.”

We could hardly keep our hands and tongues off each other on the way back to our villa. Esme was inside, sitting on the floor bed. She got up and sat in the corner, eager to watch us, as I settled Ayla on the bed and peeled off her clothes.

When I went to climb on top of a now naked Ayla, she grabbed me and swiveled around, pinning me on my back. Then she climbed on top.

“This is what I want,” she said. “You’ll be my mount for the night.”

I wasn’t going to say no to that. Cowgirl was one of my favorite positions, though I could say that about every position.

First, we made out, allowing our tongues to express themselves. She straddled me with her thick thighs, my member hardening like diamond, pre-cum moistening my tip.

I couldn’t help but glance at Esme. She had one hand in her skirt and the other on her erect nipple. Her face was beautifully pinkened and she seemed to be enjoying herself as much as we were.

My whole focus had to be on Ayla. With our understanding of each other deepening, this was my best chance to level up our soulbond. I’d need high level soulbonds – and more soulbonds – to destroy evil assholes like Saran.

I kissed down to Ayla’s chin, then her neck. I grabbed onto her generous ass cheeks, which were more than a handful. Ayla’s breasts bobbed up and down as she continued to straddle me, her pussy wetting with expectation.

I’d say that was enough foreplay. Ayla slowly slid her hole down onto my tip, then let it swallow my entire cock. She moaned with total delight and gyrated up and down. The sight of her tits bouncing and the feel of her ass cheeks in my hands was a total sensory experience like no other. She even smelled like the perfect summer breeze.

I let Ayla enjoy herself. Let her move how she wanted as if my cock was hers. As she sped up, she leaned forward and stuck her tongue in my mouth. I was more than eager to show her my love and lust by caressing it with mine.

I reached out and touched our tether. A green, almost solid wire of light materialized in my hand, connecting my chest with the back of her neck.

It glowed emerald. As Ayla moaned, it brightened, as if its cadence were matched to her heart. Her heartbeats combined with my own, as did her pleasure, an intensity only rivaled by what I’d experienced with Esme when our soulbond had leveled up. My body twitched and shook and I feared I’d erupt too fast. But Ayla wasn’t holding it in, either. She sped up her movements, gyrating every which way, my cock enjoying every nook of her warm and wet hole. And her moans – I hoped Saran could hear them, wherever he was. I hoped the emperor himself could hear the moans of my soulbonded women.

Thinking about these vile men wasn’t enough to douse my pleasure. I pulled Ayla into me and nestled my face between her luscious D cups. I nibbled and tongued every inch of them, pushing them in and out of my mouth as Ayla continued to ride me.

Our tether turned blinding. Ayla moaned as if she were giving birth. A tsunami poured onto my crotch. My cock loved the feel of being submerged in such a hot, soupy gush. As we moaned with all the pleasure overtaking us, I stuck my tongue in her mouth to make sure she knew this was as much about love as pleasure.

The world faded to black as my seed shot into Ayla, warming her insides further.

SOULBOND OF WIND LEVEL 2 UNLOCKED

NAME: Ayla

CLASS: Wind Warrior

Strength: 3 -> 4

Intelligence: 3 -> 4

Agility: 1

Endurance: 1 -> 2

Vigor: 3 -> 5

Mind: 3 -> 5

Luck: 2

WIND ABILITIES STRENGTHENED

NEW WIND ABILITY UNLOCKED

When my senses recovered from the blinding ecstasy, Ayla was at my side, caressing my hair. Esme was at my other side, her thighs warming mine. Her dripping pussy straddled me, as if she wanted me to know how much she enjoyed it all.

The three of us slept deep and long. In the morning, we enjoyed the hot and cold pools. We chatted and laughed and smiled and delighted in the camaraderie. But as happy as I was, I also thought about Tara; her life must’ve been such a torment. She was a curseborn, too, like the two women I cared so much about.

Despite Leric and Saran’s threats, no one kicked us out of our villa. The more I thought about them, and how Saran had so cruelly laid a hand on Tara, the harder it became to be happy. My smile turned into a frown, and even the rush of going from the hot pool to the cold pool couldn’t snap me back to the present moment.

“What’s wrong?” Esme floated up to me and took my arm.

“I was thinking about Tara. The girl who serves Saran. About how he hit her.”

Ayla came to my side and kissed my cheek. “He’s such a scumbag. It boils my blood to think how many of us curseborn are forced to serve men like him to survive.”

“Do you think they’re still at the resort?” I asked. “I don’t think I can go on and continue our adventures knowing that she’s being abused.”

“What do you suggest?” Esme asked.

“I have an idea. But it’ll be dangerous. It’ll be risky.”

“Isn’t everything worthwhile dangerous and risky?” Esme said.

“True enough.”

I discussed the plan with them. After we checked out, we put it into motion. Using our Leaping Shoes, Esme and I climbed up the mountain overlooking the resort, where we had a good view of who was coming in and out. Meanwhile, Ayla stayed near the entrance, though she made sure to stay hidden within a copse of trees.

After a few hours, Leric and Saran emerged, with Tara following several yards behind them. Ayla approached them just outside the entrance and conversed with them. Though we couldn’t hear from our perch what was being said, I imagined it to be something along the lines of:

“Please Sir Saran, won’t you help me kill my soulbond? I can lead you right to him.”

“And why do you want to kill your soulbond?”

“Because I don’t want to be punished for his treachery. The only way to sever a soulbond is to kill one of the bonded. Please free me, Sir Saran, and I swear to serve you.”

It definitely worked because Saran and Tara separated from Leric and followed Ayla toward the mountain. Of course, he was so haughty as to not suspect it was a trap. But as soon as he entered the cave we were now hiding in, Esme used an Ice Blast to freeze the entrance.

Saran now found himself surrounded by Esme, Ayla, and me. I approached from the depth of the cave, ice katana in hand.

“So, this was all a trap.” Saran chuckled with indifference. “I actually suspected as much. I’d never turn down an opportunity to rid the world of scum like you, trap or not.”

“I’m a merciful man, Saran.” I brandished my katana right at him. “Give me the ring and I’ll let you go.”

“Oh, you want my water binding ring? So you can add another base wretch to your harem?”

I shook my head. “I’m not like you. I won’t force Tara to join my harem. She’ll be free to make her own decisions.”

Saran turned to Tara. The petite, white-haired girl was staring at the floor.

“Did you hear that, slave? This man is fighting for you. Did you ever imagine such a thing would happen in your pathetic life?” He turned to me. “After I kill you, I’m going to hurt her like I’ve never hurt her before. It’s her fault for attracting your attention.”

“You’re tempting me to rescind my offer of mercy.” I tightened my hold on the katana.

“I wasn’t going to take your offer anyway.” Saran conjured his water whip. “So, what are you waiting for? Or are you waiting for your slaves to make the first move?”

“They are not my slaves. They are my wives. I cherish them as they deserve to be cherished.”

Saran let out an ugly laugh. “They deserve nothing less than a good death. It’s a mercy we keep such cursed creatures around. It makes my skin crawl to think that you touch them in that way. Curseborn are all just diseased rats. They are not for pleasure, you degenerate!”

How the fuck was he calling me a degenerate?

“My wives won’t interfere, so long as you keep Tara out of this. I don’t want to hurt her.”

“Oh, did you think I’d involve Tara? I want the pleasure of killing you all to myself. Besides, it’s her mana I need, not her fighting skills.”

I’d had enough of his flapping tongue. It was time for my blade to do some talking of its own.
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DIVINE WIND


I lunged forward, my ice katana eager for Saran’s flesh.

He lashed his water whip; it changed shape in midair and wrapped around my blade. With a flick of his wrists, Saran sent me flying into the cave wall.

I crashed onto something blunt. Pain shot into my back.

He cackled. “Oh this is too easy. So much bark and so little bite.”

How was he so powerful that he could nullify my ice katana like that? I conjured my wind hammer and got to my feet, barreling for him. But when I smashed it into his torso, his body instantly healed, giving him plenty of time to lash my neck.

I backdashed but still took a stinging blow. Though the wound wasn’t bloody – it had burned and cauterized. How was his water so scalding?

“Fool,” he said. “Do you think I’d enslave any old water curseborn? Tara is special. She’s also fast.”

“Earlier you called her a rat, and now you say she’s special?”

“A special rat is still a rat.”

I backdashed and shot an ice arrow at Saran. But he whipped it out of the air. Then he pointed above my head and drew some kind of rune in the air, as if he were writing on it with water.

A cloud appeared above me. Lightning shot out of it toward me. I dodged the blast, and it seared the ground where I’d been standing, thunder shaking the cave.

“That ability comes from a special item I’m wearing,” Saran said. “You see, I’m so rich, I can buy any enchanted equipment I want. You can’t defeat me. All you’re doing is delaying your death.”

A sinking pit in my stomach told me that I was going to lose this fight. That Esme and Ayla would soon become his slaves.

I couldn’t allow that. No matter what, I couldn’t allow that. I’d destroy this entire world before I let that happen.

“I know what’ll get you to stop dodging.” Saran lashed his water whip at Tara. He wrapped it around her arm and tugged her toward him. Then he smacked her. She recoiled onto the cave floor.

Tara whimpered and clutched her bruise. I knew Saran was baiting me, but what he’d just done boiled my blood like nothing else. I wanted to impale him with my ice katana, but it seemed he had a counter to all my moves. I simply stood and stared and wondered what the hell to do.

Esme and Ayla helped Tara back onto her feet. Tara was in tears. Her power was being used by this bastard, all because of some ring. If only I could cut that finger off…

“I’ll smack her again, fool,” Saran said, his arms spread. “You’re her only hope of escaping my wrath. And yet, you stand there like a terrified puppy.”

I reached out and grabbed the green tether that connected me to Ayla. It flowed with such a divine, emerald light. Last time, we’d needed ice arrows to take out those flying monsters at the palace on the hill. Now, I needed an ability that would end this fucker.

Saran chuckled. “This was all such a farce, in the end. A fun farce. I’m disappointed, but I did enjoy myself, the same way you enjoy throwing rocks at a stray cat. Anyway, time to die.”

Saran conjured a whip in each hand, each twice the size of his normal one. He jumped in the air, lashing one toward my head and the other toward my feet.

The emerald light from Ayla’s tether glowed fiercely. It poured through my body and into my mind, impressing its truth upon my very brain cells.

“Divine Wind,” I said, instinctively knowing the name of what I was meant to summon.

A portal to the Deep opened in the air between Saran and myself. Out of that inky black hole emerged a creature formed from wind, tornadoes whirling and churning within it. As it stepped out of the black hole, it grabbed onto Saran with its tornado arms.

Saran screamed, the shrillest thing I’d heard in a long time. The Divine Wind opened its mouth and began to swallow him, starting with his hand. The scalding storm within its body severed the hand, and it fell onto the cave ground with an explosion of blood.

With his other hand, Saran had somehow reached into his soul storage, and now held an orange orb. He crushed it, and disappeared amid an orange fog.

The Divine Wind howled with rage. Then it was sucked back into the black hole from which it emerged.

Ayla fell onto the floor. “I’m out of mana,” she said. “That one move took it all.”

I rushed toward her and helped her back to her feet.

Esme handed a healing potion to Tara for the bruise on her cheek, but Tara simply shook her head.

“I know you mean well…” Her voice was soft and innocent. From how fragile she looked and sounded, it made me want to protect her. “But I must return to Master Saran.”

“How can you say that?” I said. “Didn’t you hear him?”

“He has my twin sister. Since he can’t punish me, he’ll punish her twice as badly.”

“Why?” Esme said. “Why does he take so much delight in hurting others?”

“There are worse than him, actually.” Tara couldn’t even look me in the eyes, as if she’d been taught not to make eye contact. “Far worse. He’s one of the kinder people in the prince’s inner circle. I am grateful to be his slave.”

“Don’t say that.” I punched my palm. “You and all curseborn can live better lives. In fact, let’s stop using that word from now on. You’re not cursed, you’re blessed with wonderful powers. So we’ll call you the blessed from now on.”

“That’s all fine and good,” Tara said, “but what really matters is how we’re looked at by those with all the power.”

“I disagree. What really matters is what you decide to believe. You can move mountains with belief fueling you.”

“You seem like a good man, Remy. But you can’t fight the empire on your own. And I’m not willing to risk my sister’s life and health. So I’m afraid I must return to Saran.”

Tara took the Water Ring off of Saran’s bloody, severed hand.

I nodded, though I struggled to accept her helplessness. “I can’t just let you go back to him. I just can’t. It’s not right.”

“Then you’d enslave me, too? How does that make you different from him?”

“I’m not enslaving you. I… I… I just…” She was right. All I could do was let her walk away.

Tara took my hand. She placed Saran’s Water Ring in it.

“Why are you giving me this?”

“Without it, he can’t use my water abilities. At least my mana will be my own.”

I was tempted to put it on. It would be like soulbonding Tara to me, but our connection would be weaker than my bonds with Esme and Ayla.

I handed the ring to Esme. She placed it in her soul storage.

Tara continued to hold my hand. Hers were unbelievably soft, as if made of water. Also, I had a thing for petite women, as much as I did for curvy and athletic women. Hell, I liked all kinds of women.

But I couldn’t soulbond with Tara if she didn’t want it. And yet… why was she holding my hand so delicately?

“I like you, Remy,” she said. “Your soul wives are so lucky to have you. I’ll be thinking about you.” She slid her other hand up my shirt and across my chiseled chest.

“You don’t have to go back so soon. If there’s something you want that I can provide, you need only ask.”

She shook her head. “The longer I delay, the higher the chance my sister will get the cane. As much as I want to live for myself, I can’t be so selfish.”

I respected her all the more for saying that. I didn’t want to tempt her into being selfish. She cared about someone else as much as she did herself, and to me, there was nothing more honorable.

“I’m going to help you and your sister.” I took her hand and put it between my own. “Whatever I have to do, I’ll come for you, Tara.”

Tears formed on her eyelids. “Do you mean it?”

“When I say something, I always mean it.”

“For once, maybe I can believe life will get better. Are you giving me that hope?”

“I’m promising you that I will come for you. I’ll save you both. I was planning on leaving this island, but not without the two of you.”

“And we’ll help him,” Ayla said. “Right, Esme?”

“Of course. We always stand with Remy. And Remy always stands with the weak. He’ll not let injustice go unpunished.”

It was a heavy promise. But I had to make it. Why else was I brought here, if not to fight the same evils and injustice that I was powerless against in my own world?

“Thank you, Remy. And you, Ayla and Esme. You’re all so wonderful. I wish I could stay with you. I really do. I’d like nothing more than to be with such warm-hearted people.”

“You will, Tara,” I said. “You and your sister have a place with us. I’m coming for you.”

She hugged me. Like Esme, her body was cold, but it was a wet cold, not a dry one. I felt like I wanted to merge with her, our bodies becoming water and intertwining as one. But for now, we’d have to go our separate ways.

Tara waved us goodbye and walked out of the cave.


28






OMINOUS RUMORS


With Ayla out of mana, we had to take it easy for the rest of the day. Esme took us to an area where we could collect crafting ingredients from these monsters that resembled giant frogs. Using the katana and arrows, Esme and I easily farmed them. Too bad we couldn’t use Ayla’s Wind Blast, since it was such a powerful area-of-effect spell.

After that, we went to a settlement where Esme often sold her wares. It was nestled between a mountain and a stream. As usual, an orange glyph-covered barrier surrounded it. Though larger than the other settlements we’d seen, it was still pretty shoddy, with the houses and hovels formed mostly from mud and reeds. A well sat in the center of the settlement, along with coops for farm animals.

Like last time, the seller met us at the edge of the barrier. Esme handed him the ring we’d found in the bronze treasure chest in the Ruined Palace. The man looked at both the jewel and the band through his eye piece.

“Can you read the script?” Esme asked. “What does it do?”

The man grunted. “Says here that it provides a barrier against magic attacks, one time per day.”

Holy hell. That sounded super useful.

“It’s too useful to sell,” I said. “We’ll hold on to it.”

The man handed it to me. I handed it to Ayla.

“Why me?” she asked. “I’d feel better if Esme had it.”

Of course she would. I stroked Ayla’s hair. “Esme has ice arrows. That allows her to stay safe and away from magical attacks. Since you stand in the vanguard, you’re much more likely to be targeted. So you wear it.”

Obviously if Ayla wore it, I’d get the same benefit. But Esme wouldn’t, sadly.

Ayla nodded and put it on. It was a stunning splash of color on her, especially since her outfit was mostly black.

We bought some potions, soul cabins, and other useful supplies from the settlement. Then we used a soul cabin so Ayla could rest properly. Esme gave her a massage to relax her. We were too melancholy to have sex that night, our thoughts on Tara’s struggles. But the three of us cuddled and enjoyed each other’s warmth.

I wanted Tara and her twin sister to be a part of it. I wanted to warm their cold bodies in my bed, and make them happy. It would be my purpose from now on. I had to find Saran’s house in Port City, kill him, and free them both.

The next day, we returned to the dungeon that Esme and I had failed to clear because of the Soulless Warrior’s second form. We descended into its depths, killing giant ants the while. They posed no challenge against our powered-up abilities. After a few hours of hiking down stairs and through tunnels and across the various ruins, we arrived at the massive chamber. A tower stood at the edge, within which was surely a wonderful treasure, considering what guarded it.

The Soulless Warrior stood at the entrance to the tower. He’d returned to his original form. We approached him slowly, ready to enact our strategy. Esme hit him with ice arrows, drawing his ire, as Ayla and I smashed at his plate mail with our hammers. When his ire turned our way, we’d back off, and Esme would shoot him with ice arrows until his hate returned to her. Then we’d just rinse and repeat this strategy, being careful not to overindulge in our attacks and stay patient.

After ten minutes, the Soulless Warrior’s limbs snapped, and it contorted and ballooned and grew with a terrifying inhalation of all the shadows in the entire cave. The three of us made sure to stay as far back as we could.

Now we had to enact the second part of our strategy. This time it would be more complicated, but because we had foreknowledge of how this monster behaved, we were confident we could kill it and finally claim the treasure.

Esme used her Leaping Shoes to jump over the thing’s massive ax swipes. She also wore the fez, which attracted its hate — though not all of it. Carefully, she bounced around, hitting it in the face with ice arrows. Ayla and I stayed near the thing’s feet and bashed it with our hammers. As we did, shadows wheezed out of the wounds.

There were moments when I feared it would crush us or that Esme would mistime her jump and get hit. But whenever the thing began stomping its feet, Ayla and I would backdash. And when it would swing its ax vertically rather than horizontally, Esme made sure not to jump but to dash to the side. She was so agile and attentive. The dumb thing telegraphed its attacks too much, so all we needed to do was whittle it down.

Ayla and I pounded its shins so hard, it actually staggered and fell to its knees, causing rocks to shoot from the ground where it fell and the whole cavern to quake. I was ready to try a risky move.

I drew all the mana from Ayla that I could and summoned the Divine Wind. Like last time, a black hole opened in midair, and a minor god made from wind poured out of it. This time, the wind god grew as it ensnared the Soulless Knight. It encompassed the entire giant in its body, beating against its armor with a fierce storm. And as it did, shadows bled out of the giant.

After twenty seconds, the minor god returned to its black hole, but not without having done incredible damage. The problem was, Ayla was completely out of mana, so neither of us could conjure our hammers.

The plate around the giant’s feet was so badly broken, I easily sliced through it with my ice katana. Esme joined in, and together we minced its legs to pieces. It fell forward onto its belly and erupted into the most massive plume of shadow we’d ever beheld.

The three of us cheered. The Soulless Warrior had been vanquished. Not just by power. Not just by skill. But by strategy, teamwork, and most of all, by the bonds we’d forged.

In lockstep, we entered the tower.

We were not greeted by a treasure chest, as we expected. Rather, we were greeted with a lever and a platform.

“So this is like the palace, then,” I said. “This platform is going to descend and take us to a treasure room. Nice.”

Once we were all on it, Ayla pulled the lever. It descended with the groan of gears.

And kept descending. And descending. From Ayla and Esme’s concerned faces, they too wondered if it would ever end. Five minutes. Ten minutes.

“Are we going to hell itself?” I said.

Esme tapped her chin. “I’ve heard of a deep layer beneath the surface. But I’ve never heard of anyone actually going there.”

“Deep layer… you mean like an underworld?” I asked. “Could such a thing really exist?”

Ayla nodded. “All sorts of rumors on the mainland about adventurers falling into holes and never returning. Perhaps they all got trapped there.”

“Well… we better be ready for anything, then.” I stuck my hands in my pockets and whistled, like I’d sometimes do during long elevator rides. “And I really hope whatever’s down there can make us insanely powerful. Powerful enough to storm Port City and free Tara and her sister.”

“I’m with you on that,” Esme said. “I’d like nothing more than to help her. I want to see her smile. I bet it’s cute.”

After another ten minutes of wondering if we were going to fall out of the other side of the world, the descending platform finally ground to a stop.
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UNDERGROUND FOREST


I could hardly wait to see what was outside. But I also feared that it might present a challenge beyond our capabilities. Just because we’d defeated the monster guarding the elevator didn’t mean we were ready for whatever was down here. Sometimes in RPGs, these sorts of areas were meant for the very end, even if they were accessible at an earlier stage.

But this wasn’t a game. And whatever challenges lay ahead, we had to confront them and gain whatever power we could, however we could.

We stepped off the platform and found ourselves in a small room. The walls were formed of white brick. Spectral blue candles sitting in niches below the ceiling lit the room. Empty bookshelves covered one wall, and there were a series of plain, clay pots covering the other.

I kicked one of the clay pots. It shattered as easily as I’d hoped. Nothing was inside, though.

We headed toward the wooden door on the far wall. Once we opened it, we found ourselves in a narrow cave. It reminded me of the caves people would go spelunking in. There was no pathway, but like the area above, spectral fireflies flew about and lit our way. Except these fireflies were blue, not green.

We proceeded down the narrow cave path, careful not to crash our heads into stalactites. Something appeared above. Something incredibly distant. I could’ve sworn it was a star.

A tree stood ahead. Many trees, lit by the light of faint stars. Somehow, though we’d gone deeper underground, we’d come to a forest. Streams running through the forest reflected the starlight. Blue fireflies throbbed dimly throughout the area.

“How can this be?” I asked “How are we suddenly outside?”

“We’re not outside,” Ayla said. “We’re in the world below ours. I’ve heard the legends, told by passing travelers. It’s a place utterly cursed.”

“Cursed… but no doubt containing all manner of treasure,” Esme said. “Imagine how much stronger we could get.”

Something watched us from atop a tree branch. It had the wings of a bat and the eyes of a snake. Its body was covered in scales and fur, and it had talons as sharp as knives.

It let out a heinous shriek and jumped toward us, spreading its hideous wings. Esme fired an ice arrow at it, and it let out a numbing cry. I fired a few as well.

The thing burst into shadows. Four soulcores dropped onto the pebbly ground below.

“Looks like the monsters here have better drops, too,” I said. “Let’s keep our wits about us as we explore.”

ETERNAL DUNGEON: UNDERGROUND FOREST UNLOCKED

A simple, though apt name that left much to the imagination. I couldn’t complain. No sense in dispelling its mystery by revealing too much.

We traversed through the forest, shooting ice arrows at ugly gargoyles. Esme’s soul storage must’ve been bursting with soulcores by now.

“How many do we have?” I asked after half an hour.

“We’re at two hundred.”

“Anything good we can buy with that?”

“There are much better wares on the mainland,” Ayla said, holding up her lantern so I could better see her face.

“Even so,” I said, “we’re not going to the mainland until we rescue Tara. So best we get as strong as we can before we depart.”

We arrived at a shallow pond. Jutting out of the pond were massive vines that glowed a spectral green. These vines seemed to reach up a cliffside. A bridge stretched over the pond, though the other side was too dark to see.

“That bridge is a chokepoint,” I said. “Means it could be a trap.”

“There’s no other way to go, though.” Esme grimaced.

“You stay in between Ayla and me. We can take a magical hit. You can’t.”

Esme nodded. We stepped onto the bridge. It was nothing but a series of wooden planks somehow kept afloat. As we walked onward, it creaked, as if it could break at any time.

Splash. Something popped out of the water and landed ahead of me. Gooey and slimy, it had eyes bubbling within its body. Some kind of… ooze.

I hit it with my katana. But somehow the ooze reformed and liquefied around my strike.

“Shit. It’s immune.”

The three of us backstepped, slowly, as the ooze approached.

“Makes sense,” Ayla said. “Oozy things like that are usually weak to fire, and little else. Wish Sherry were here.”

Another splash. An ooze landed behind Ayla. We were now trapped on this narrow bridge, and I wasn’t about to jump in the same water where the oozes had come from.

“Ayla, come here,” I said, thinking as fast as I could as the oozes slimed their way toward us.

Ayla came to my front. I picked her up, surprised by how easy it was. Then I dashed forward and jumped with the power of the Leaping Shoes Esme was wearing. As I floated over the ooze, a hand made of oil shot upward out of it. But we managed to stay just out of its reach.

Esme easily jumped over the ooze. We dashed across the the bridge, not allowing the Black Oozes time to catch up.

We were back in a forested area. More hideous gargoyles lurked about. We were more than happy to collect their soulcores, carefully firing at them with ice arrows from afar.

Suddenly, Esme screamed. I turned to see her on her knees. Instinctively, I ran to her side.

A growl sounded from the darkness as Esme clutched her bloody shin.

“Something bit me!” she cried.

Ayla held up her lantern, and we beheld it. It was in the shape of a dog, but its bones jutted out of its fur. Its face was a skull, and Esme’s blood dripped off its jaw.

It growled then pounced at me. I sliced it with my katana. Somehow, it dodged in midair, and its jaw landed on my forearm.

It tore my flesh. I couldn’t help but cry out as my arm numbed. Lightning suffused it, then spread throughout my body. I was numb and could hardly move, my limbs stuck as if in molasses.

“Fuck!” I said. “Watch out. It paralyzes!”

The Skull Dog headed for Ayla, growling the while, kicking up pebbles and leaves where it ran. She hit it with a Wind Blast, and it flew backward.

“Holy shit,” I said. “Thought you were out of mana?”

Ayla shrugged. “I think I had just the tiniest bit left.”

Meanwhile, Esme crawled to me. Though her shin was still bleeding, she grabbed a potion from her soul storage. She opened it and doused my wound.

The numbness that had paralyzed me eased. As the Skull Dog ran toward Ayla, I conjured my ice katana and skewered it in midair.

It yelped and turned to shadows. Three goldcores dropped onto the soil.

“Shit. Was it an elite?” I asked.

Esme nodded. “Considering how many goldcores it just dropped, it must’ve been. Strange since we didn’t see any normal Skull Dogs around.”

Ayla was breathing fast, still panicked. I rubbed her shoulders to calm her, as Esme finally doused herself with a green healing potion.

“Must be plenty more elites around,” Ayla said. “How’s your mana, Esme?”

“At a third. Doesn’t seem like this forest is ending anytime soon, so I wonder how much deeper we should go.”

Blue fireflies streamed by us and fluttered toward something nearby. I pointed at it, and Ayla held her lantern up.

A cave mouth.

As I neared it, a groaning icy air blew out. I shuddered, then steeled myself.

“Let’s see what’s inside,” I said. “Then we’ll relax in a soul cabin for the night.”

Ayla and Esme nodded. We stepped into the icy cave.
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STATS, FINALLY


To my surprise, we entered an area that resembled a temple. Lanterns lit a gleaming, limestone pathway that led up to an altar. The whole place smelled of moss. Dust swirled in the air. I approached and beheld what sat upon the altar: a doll. A doll with a very alive, human looking face. Its limbs were a patchwork of sewn cloth and wood.

When its face blinked, I almost dashed backward.

“Do not fear,” it said in the lightest, most honeyed lilt. “I have been expecting you, traveler.”

I pointed to myself. “Why would you be expecting me?”

“The Deep Ones whisper your name in my dreams.”

That sounded ominous. “They do?” I asked. “To what end?”

Ayla and Esme came to my side. They each clutched one of my arms and looked upon the doll with curious apprehension. Their warmth helped me stay brave while facing something that resembled a childhood nightmare.

“Long ago, in another era, I lived among the people who dwelt in this world,” the doll said. “We worshiped The Outer Gods, a pantheon that rivals the Deep Ones. Eventually, that which we worshiped, that which we called upon, brought us to ruin. The same will happen to the world above. But only if you let it.”

“I’ve been wondering this whole time – why am I suddenly part of this war between two pantheons?”

“You will have to discover that for yourself.”

A blue orb of light materialized in the space between the doll and me. I stepped backward, worried that it would suck me in.

“Fear not,” the doll said. “Going forward, you will see these world points scattered throughout. You, and only you, can use them to fast travel.”

So this was why that Deep One had given me the gift of fast travel.

“There is another blessing I would give you,” it said. “But you must make an offering.”

“Offering?”

“I am having difficulty binding my soul to this doll, and so I require the remnants of the souls you’ve slain. I speak, of course, of soulcores. And I will require more and more of them as time goes on.”

“What’s your name?”

“I’m afraid I’ve forgotten my own name. It has been too many eons since it was uttered. But you can call me Soulful Doll.”

“A fitting name.”

“Now listen. Bring me one hundred soulcores, and I shall unlock more power for you.”

I whispered to Esme and Ayla, “Should we trust her?”

They both shrugged.

The Soulful Doll did not seem evil. Though I didn’t fully grasp what was going on with the Outer Gods and the Deep Ones and the strange history of this world, I did care about getting more powerful.

“Give her a hundred soulcores,” I said to Esme.

Esme nodded and approached the doll. As soon as she completed the transfer, a milky light immersed the Soulful Doll.

“Ah, I feel better already,” it said. “More tethered to this reality. Thank you. Now approach, please, Remy.”

I walked forward and stood just in front of the altar.

“What is it you’d like to improve,” it asked. “Do you seek strength? Speed? Or perhaps defense?”

“Uhh… you mean I finally get to enhance my own stats?” I’d seen my stats in a dream right before I awoke on this planet, and I’d noticed that they were locked.

“Of course. Everyone has stats, you see, but not everyone can add to them at will. This is my gift to you for being my first visitor in a long, long time.”

STAT INFUSION UNLOCKED

Soul Level: 8

Strength: 1

Intelligence: 1

Agility: 1

Endurance: 1

Vigor: 1

Mind: 1

Luck: 1

Points Unallocated: 1

Soulcores Required for Next Level: 150

I scratched my head. “So I get to choose?”

“Indeed,” the doll said. “But keep in mind, the cost of improvement will increase each time. Choose your build carefully.”

“Does each stat do what I think it does? Are there any hidden parameters I ought to know about?”

“Ah, a wonderful question,” the doll said. Then it giggled – a sound both melodic and horrifying. “Allow me to explain. But first, let’s take account. You were granted a special blessing by the Deep Ones when you came to this world. Do you know what that is?”

I stroked my stubbly chin. “Could it be how utterly dashing and sexy I am?”

The doll blinked. Then a smile straight out of a horror movie stretched across its face. “Was that a joke?”

“An attempted one, at least.”

It laughed. Each beat of laughter was separated by a pause. I imagined that listening to it for too long would drive one to madness.

“It’s how I can multiply the power of a soulbond, right?” I said, hoping it would stop laughing.

“Indeed. Because you come from Terra Sol, the planet you refer to as Earth, you can draw fives times the power possessed by the ones you are soulbonded to, but you are still limited to using the abilities they possess. Also, this power multiplier doesn’t extend to items they are wearing, passives, or defensive or support spells. It only applies to offensive attacks.”

“But that’s still incredibly powerful. I can do so much damage.”

“So then ask yourself – do you want to excel at doing damage? Or would you like to be more well-rounded? How will you use your other party members to fill various roles? Think strategically.”

The doll raised a wooden finger in the air. It drew a rectangle, its finger tracing an outline of light. Words appeared in that light:

Stat Descriptions

Strength: Increases the power of weapon attacks.

Intelligence: Increases the power of spells.

Agility: Increases the speed and rate of attacks and spells, as well as movement and dodging.

Endurance: Decreases the need for rest.

Vigor: Increases defense to weapon attacks.

Mind: Increases defense to spells.

Luck: Increases drop rate of items and enhances probabilities.

Everything seemed quite straightforward. No surprises, so far. Though I had only one stat point to allocate, I wanted to figure out my build before going forward.

“Allow me to discuss with my party,” I said.

I turned to Ayla and Esme. We walked a few paces away, out of earshot of the doll.

“Did you read what the stats do?” I asked.

They both nodded.

“So what do you think I should specialize in?”

Ayla twirled a lock of her green hair. “What do you enjoy doing?”

“I actually like the idea of being fast. Of sneaking up on enemies and taking them out. Of being able to dodge rather than tank a hit.”

Esme smiled. “You’re a lot like me, then.”

“Someone has to be at the front, though,” Ayla said. “If we find some good armor, I could take that roll.”

I recalled one of my favorite roles from the RPGs I used to play. “I’m going to be a dodge tank and a damage dealer.”

“So like when you had me wear the fez and dodge stuff,” Esme said. “But then what do you want me to do?”

“Esme, you’re really good at dealing ranged damage and freezing enemies. Ayla, you’ve got that area-of-effect spell and can deal decent damage with your hammer. I’ll put my points in agility.”

“Well, there is one problem with that,” Esme said. “The faster you attack, the faster you’ll expend my and Ayla’s mana.”

“So we’ll need to make plenty of mana potions,” I said.

“Mana potions require rare and expensive ingredients.” Ayla tapped her chin. “But if this is the build you prefer, then we can make it work.”

It wasn’t a complete picture. We didn’t have a healer. And Ayla would still need some high-defense armor, since she’d be on the front line with me.

“I also want to put points in luck,” I said. “Since crafting potions and gear is so important, and since soulcores are used for literally everything, we need as many items to drop as we can.”

“Agreed.” Ayla nodded. “But if you put all your points in luck and agility, what about strength and defense?”

I shook my head. “I don’t want to be a jack-of-all-trades.”

“A jack of what?” Esme made a face like she smelled something funny.

“I mean, I don’t want to be average at everything. I’m definitely not going to put any points into mind or vigor, because I don’t intend on getting hit. And if I do, I intend to have plenty of healing potions on hand.”

“What about making your attacks stronger?” Ayla asked. “Stronger attacks mean monsters die faster. Means we can kill more powerful monsters.”

That was true. I couldn’t ignore strength and intelligence completely. “Okay. So strength effects things like the ice katana and wind hammer. Meanwhile, intelligence effects things like Ice Blast and Wind Blast. I definitely use weapons a lot more than abilities, so I’m going to put some points in strength.”

“Another thing to keep in mind,” Esme said. “As our soulbonds level up, all conjurable weapons and spells will increase in power, for both you and us. So you could focus on leveling up your soulbonds to get more powerful.”

“Right.” I caressed Esme’s cheek. “So then I’ll focus on agility primarily. Luck will be my secondary stat. And third on the list will be strength. I’ll leave all the other stats alone.”

“What about endurance?” Ayla asked.

“Sounds useless.” I crossed my arms. “Even if I don’t get tired, you both will. Endurance seems like a good stat for going solo. It would allow me to clear a dungeon in one go, without having to use soul cabins to rest. I don’t mind the soul cabins.” I grinned, recalling the good times we’d had in there. “I think you know why.”

Ayla and Esme grinned and giggled.

I returned to the Soulful Doll.

“Have you made your decision?”

“I have.”

Using my mind’s eye, I put my unallocated point into agility. Immediately, my limbs lightened. My feet seemed to float, though they were still touching the ground. For a moment, I felt like I could dash around the room at the speed of sound.

Then that feeling eased. What remained was a more subtle sense of being fast. A confidence that I could now run, jump, and attack in less time than before.

“Ah. I had a feeling you would choose that.”

“I’ve got a fairly good idea for how I want things to go,” I said. “I’ll need to do a lot of farming and also search for better armor for Ayla. But my vision for how I’m going to get stronger, for how I’m going to tackle the challenges ahead, is becoming clearer.”

“Very good.” The doll let out a satisfied sigh. “But there’s one more thing I ought to tell you. Regarding your soulbonds.”

“What is it?”

“Eventually, you’re going to have to prioritize some over others.”

“Why would I do that?”

“Because the abilities you can unlock at higher soulbond levels are incredibly powerful. But to unlock them, you’ll really have to focus on spending time with that particular person.”

I hadn’t thought about it like that. I’d been intending to spread my affections evenly. I didn’t want any hurt feelings, after all.

“I don’t know what those higher-level abilities are, so I can’t factor them into my calculations.”

The doll giggled. “Good thing that I do. Simply ask, and I’ll tell you.”

Did I want to know, though? Did I want my affection for Esme and Ayla and whoever else I would soulbond with later to be based on getting more powerful?

How would that make me different from Saran?

“Perhaps another time,” I said. “I’ve only got two girls, anyway. We’re almost always together. So it’s no issue.”

“It won’t always be this way, though,” the doll said. “Let me ask you a question – how many elements do you think there are?”

There were the obvious ones like fire, water, earth. And then there was void, which meant there must be holy, too.

“Maybe eight?” I said.

The doll shook its head, the wood of its body creaking. “There are hundreds.”

“Hundreds? How?”

“You’ll see. I won’t spoil the fun of that discovery. But if you’d like to know what abilities you can unlock for wind and ice, I can tell you.”

But then if I really liked the sound of a certain ability, or if it really fit with my build, I might prioritize spending time with Ayla over Esme, or Esme over Ayla. I couldn’t accept that. I decided, then and there, that I would never neglect any of my wives, for any reason, ever.

“I’m not interested in knowing,” I said.

“Suit yourself. Your path to power is in your hands, Remy. What you do with that power is also up to you. I am a servant of the Deep Ones, and though you may not realize it, you are, too. Together, we will triumph over the Outer Gods.”

I wanted power, but I also wanted to make my girls happy. I refused to gain power at the expense of their happiness.

“We’ll be on our way, now. Thank you, Soulful Doll.”

“One final thing. I’ve attuned you to a fast travel point in the world above. So should you tire of these depths, you know what to do.”

I nodded. The three of us left the temple.
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PORT CITY


Uneasy about proceeding deeper into the forest, we crossed the bridge again and fought more gargoyles. Because they dropped three to five soulcores per kill, we were able to amass another fifty soulcores and even a goldcore before Esme ran out of mana.

After that, we spent a restful night in a soul cabin. I had trouble sleeping, my thoughts on Tara. On the abuse she and her sister must’ve been facing, daily. And not just them – all the so-called curseborn women who were treated like dirt and forced to either live as slaves or vagabonds.

In the morning, we farmed some more gargoyles, collecting another hundred soulcores. We did endure a few injuries, and so were down to just three health potions. But with the hundred-fifty soulcores in storage, I was able to put another point into agility.

With three points in agility, I was considerably faster than I’d been with only one point. Everything, from drawing the string of my ice arrow to releasing a Wind Blast to smashing things with my wind hammer, happened at a speed that was just so satisfying. Also, I was able to dodge tank by evading enemy attacks. It was almost like they happened in slow motion, now, and I was easily able to backdash or roll out of the way.

In order to use the fast travel point, I simply had to focus my mind on it. I imagined the blue orb we’d seen floating outside the settlement, then by simply using my will, we all vanished from the Underground Forest and materialized beneath the dimly lit sky of the outside world.

In my mind, I was also able to give permission for others to use these fast travel points. I promptly extended the rights to use them to Esme and Ayla.

With the soulcores we had remaining, we restocked our health potions, soul cabins, and even bought a bridge door orb, like the one we’d used to get back to the Ruined Palace. While my fast travel ability was incredible and unique, the door orbs were still useful because they basically created a temporary fast travel point wherever you needed one, though it only had a single use. I imagined the fast travel points that I could unlock would be few and far between, so we’d still need our mount to get around.

We enjoyed lunch while sitting amid some stone ruins, the lush yellow grasses waving in the breeze. The three crescents that lit the sky provided such a soothing light; I almost didn’t miss the sun.

“Let’s head to Port City,” I said. “I want to scope out Saran’s house so we can come up with a plan to rescue Tara and her sister.”

“It’s a two-hour drive eastward from here,” Esme said. “Also, they won’t let Ayla and me inside.”

I let out a frustrated grunt. “How can they be so cruel? Do they really expect you both to just be homeless?”

“Well, we had the lodge in the mountains, at least,” Ayla said. “It meant a warm bed and decent supper for us curseborn.”

“But you can’t live your whole life cooped up in a place like that,” I said. “I can’t stand this anymore. I can’t just let these people have their sickening hierarchy. Fuck that.”

“What can we do, though?” Esme said after swallowing the piece of bread she’d put in her mouth. “The safest way to rescue Tara would be for you to do it alone.”

“But how? If you two are too far away, I won’t be able to draw mana from either of you. And I have no power of my own. What’s the range of the soul tether, exactly?”

“The stronger the bond, the higher the range,” Esme said. “Right now I’d say it’s about a mile.”

“What about at level three?”

Esme shrugged. “Wish I knew.”

“What if you two wear disguises?”

Ayla shook her head. “That won’t work. The barrier can sense whenever a curseborn passes through.”

“Who created those barriers in the first place?”

“They’re projected from something called a shield crystal,” Esme said. “The bigger the crystal, the bigger the barrier.”

“What if I turned it off?” I asked. “Then you could get inside.”

“Good luck getting near it.” Ayla snickered in disbelief. “It’ll be the most guarded thing in the city.”

There seemed to be no good solution.

Then I snapped my fingers. “The ring. We have the ring that let’s anyone draw mana from a water elemental. I could use that to draw power from Tara!”

Esme nodded. “That’s true. You’d be able to conjure that water whip. Though you’ve never used one before.”

“Since I don’t have a soulbond with Tara, it would be at level one. But level one seems to come with an ability and a weapon. Esme, you’ve got your Ice Blast and the katana. Ayla, you’ve got Wind Blast and the hammer. So… Water Blast?”

Ayla shook her head. “I wouldn’t make that assumption. It’s really just a coincidence that Esme and I have level one abilities with similar sounding names.”

“Okay, but I’ll definitely be able to conjure a water whip. I can use that to rescue Tara and her sister. Although…”

I had to face the possibility that I may not be powerful enough, yet. I needed more stat infusions. I also needed to be thoroughly prepared with items, and maybe better armor.

I clutched my stylish robe, still appreciating the embroidery and soft texture. “This set of clothes gives me increased speed, but only when pursuing a fleeing enemy or when fleeing myself. I need an upgrade.”

“Agreed,” Esme said. “There’s a big apparel shop in Port City. We’ve got quite a few goldcores, so you may be able to find something better there. Also, the ability on your clothes is what’s called a set bonus. It only works if you’re wearing all three – the robe, pants, and shoes. That’s pretty inefficient. While set bonuses are nice, you want gear that has individual properties, too.”

That made total sense. I wanted something similarly light that would allow me to stay speedy and grant me a passive that could aid in my rescue of Tara.

“Okay, here’s what we’re going to do.” I finished my roll of bread and chicken. “We’ll travel to Port City. We’ll make camp somewhere nearby where we can also farm. I’ll go into the city alone to scope out Saran’s residence, and also to buy new armor.”

“Sounds like a plan.” Esme rubbed her hands together and grinned. “Let’s do it.”

The two-hour drive to Port City was fairly smooth, with Esme keeping her eye on the pebbly dirt road. Once we’d crested over a rather lush green hill, the city came into view.

It was surrounded, of course, by a massive orange barrier covered in glyphs. From atop the hill, we could see everything in the city, including a spire-filled palace in the center surrounded by yet another barrier as well as a moat. Various districts with stone and mud buildings clustered together across the city. Buildings lined the shore, and dozens of boats with beautiful, bright sails were docked at the pier.

On the other side of the hill lay a ruined village. A reminder that outside the shield barriers, the world had ended. The wood and stone buildings were covered in moss and vines, and trees even grew through some of the roofs. Better yet, the village was infested with these colorful, giant flowers that shot spores at anyone who went near them. They were weak to fire, of course, but thankfully also to slash damage. Esme and I sliced and diced them for a few hours, collecting many more soulcores. Ayla’s hammer wasn’t too useful, as like the ooze in the Underground Forest, these things were able to almost wrap around her blows. Her Wind Blast, however, managed to do decent damage, often causing petals to blow off the monsters.

After farming, we rested on top of the hill. “You don’t know how to access your soul storage yet, do you?” Esme asked.

“Didn’t even know I had one.”

“Simply imagine it and reach in with your hand.”

When I did so, I beheld a room in my mind’s eye. The room was lined with shelves, and my hand was able to reach toward any shelf.

“You know, you could’ve told me I could do this ages ago.”

“You could’ve asked me how to do it ages ago.”

True enough.

“I’m transferring all my soulcores and goldcores to you,” Esme said.

A torrent of soulcores clattered onto the floor of the room. The goldcores appeared on a shelf, neatly piled. A number appeared in the corner.

Goldcores: 9

Soulcores: 76

“How much is one goldcore worth in soulcores, again?”

“Roughly fifty, but they aren’t exactly equivalent,” Esme said. “There are things you can buy with goldcores that you can’t ever buy with soulcores, so don’t waste them as a replacement for soulcores unless you really have to.”

“Got it.”

I was ready to head to Port City. I gave Ayla and Esme each a hug and passionate kiss, just to reaffirm how much I loved them.

“When you get back tonight…” Ayla licked her lips. “I want you inside me again.” She took my hand, put it up her shirt, and placed it on one of her soft tits.

I would’ve taken her right now, on this hill, but my horniness was doused by sad thoughts. By thoughts of what Tara must’ve been enduring. Still, I had a duty to Ayla and Esme. A duty to satisfy them.

“Of course, Ayla,” I said. I placed my other hand on Esme’s athletic hip, and brought the three of us close. “Once I rescue Tara, we’ll all celebrate.”

“Do you intend to take her as a soulbond?” Esme asked.

“Only if she wants it.”

“She will,” Ayla said. “Who wouldn’t want to soulbond with you?”

“I can’t imagine she’s feeling very good, after what she’s been through.”

“You’re underestimating her.” Esme took my hand and squeezed it. “Us curseborn are stronger than you realize. We’ve all been through so much. Tara could’ve come with us, but she went back for her sister’s sake. That shows that she’s good at heart. That she’s fighting her own battles however she can. I’m certain, once you tell her about the good we’re trying to do, that she’ll make common cause with us.”

I nodded, more hopeful now. “You’re right. But soulbonding is an intimate thing.”

“So?” Ayla raised one of her thick, wavy eyebrows. “You realize that getting to soulbond with you would be like winning a million goldcores?”

“Why?”

“Ever looked in the mirror?” Ayla said. “And on top of your stunning looks, you’re kind, gentle, and powerful. You’re like the wind – soft and soothing, as well as fierce and destructive. No one would say no to soulbonding with you. If she hesitates, it’s because she’s worried about what you think of her.”

Of all the things I had to adjust to since coming to this world, people’s perceptions of me was the most jarring. Not that I didn’t love being admired.

I gave Esme and Ayla one more hug. It was true: I was powerful. But I had to use my power for good. I wouldn’t be like the billionaires and politicians back on Earth, who used their unfathomable power for nothing but selfish ends. I had to be better.

I took the bridge door orb and dropped it on the ground. Orange fog drifted out of it, slowly solidifying into an ornate, gold-rimmed door. It was shut, though, since I hadn’t yet created the other side.

I picked up the orange orb and put it in my soul storage. I also took most of the healing potions, as well as one soul cabin. And I put on the Water Ring that would allow me to draw from Tara’s mana, as well as the Magic Ward Ring that Ayla had been wearing, which would allow me to tank a single magic attack without taking any damage. Finally, Esme gave me the Leaping Shoes – they just seemed like something that would never not be useful.

I made my way down the hill. As I approached Port City, I passed by many people, both men and women. They were dressed much better than the folks in the settlements, often wearing fine robes and puffy-looking pants, with all manner of rings and jewelry. Whoever was allowed to live here must’ve been middle or upper class.

The people were all funneling toward an opening in the barrier, which was manned by several guards. Each of the guards had a scimitar on their belts, and they all wore red and blue vests, as if that was their uniform, as well as light blue fezzes.

I got in the line and hoped the entry requirements wouldn’t be too steep. After fifteen minutes, I was finally next in line to enter.

“What’s your business here?” one of the guards, who had a handle-bar mustache, asked.

“I’m eager to buy new armor,” I said. “I’ve heard this city has a fine bazaar, where such wares are peddled.”

The guard looked me up and down. “You going to a wedding?”

I shook my head. “I always try to look my best. Nothing is as dear to me as my own finery.” I hoped I was convincing.

He grunted. “All right. Go on in.”


32






AGILITY-FOCUSED GEAR


I let out the breath I was holding and passed through the barrier. Already, I was in a crowded market. No better place to sell wares than crowded transit ways. But the wares here looked rather cheap. Some of the stalls sold clothes, but they looked less refined than what I was wearing. All manner of trinkets and jewelry were on display, too, at various stalls. It was also the loudest place I’d been in a while, with people shouting over each other and haggling.

I spotted a man wearing a turban, standing beneath a bridge and chewing seeds.

“Where’s the best armor shop in town?” I asked.

He pointed down the lane. “Turn right at the fountain, then make a left at the coffee house, go past the street with all the pleasure houses, then you’ll find yourself there.”

I nodded and thanked him. The thought of passing by a street full of pleasure houses made me hot in the face. I followed the directions. The fountain sported a statue of a regal man sitting upon a majestic throne. His crown was towering. Must’ve been the emperor or the prince. Men and women sat outside the coffee houses, drinking from these tiny cups and smoking hookahs.

At the pleasure-house street, scantly clad women stood outside, calling to the passersby. Most were wearing these translucent shirts and pants, which were patterned in a floral style, and did actually leave just a tantalizing amount to the imagination.

A young woman to my left sighted me and said, “Sir, may I have a moment?”

I couldn’t let anyone distract me. I simply continued walking.

“Sir. Please! Are you from Earth, by any chance?”

That stopped me cold. How could she know where I was from? What would make her think that?

I turned to look at the young woman. She was tall and thin, a combination I rather liked, obviously, since I liked every combination. But this girl was even taller than me, and her slender thighs seemed to go on forever. Red roses were the theme of her see-through outfit, as they matched the color of her underwear, bra, and the translucent thing she wore over them. She even had a red veil on, though it was entirely see-through.

“What did you say?” I asked her.

“Are you from Earth?” She grinned, showing a perfect set of teeth. Her eyes had a woody-hue to them, and her lips were light and pink. She also seemed more tan than the average person I’d encountered in this world.

“What makes you think that?”

“You are from Earth, aren’t you?”

“I never said that. I just want to know why you think that.”

“I know another traveler from Earth. He used to be a regular. The way you walk reminds me of him.”

“The way I walk?” I suppose how you walked differed across cultures… and worlds. But more importantly – there was someone else from Earth, here.

“What happened to him?” I asked.

She shrugged her shoulders. It was so adorable. “No idea. He used to come see me often. But then he went to the mainland and never came back.”

“I see. What was his name?”

“Adam. He came from a city called Lon-don.”

Hearing the name of a city from Earth jolted me. “London.” I repeated.

“And where on Earth are you from?”

I wasn’t from a big city like that. I’m sure no one would recognize the name of my small American town. “It doesn’t matter.”

“Would you like to come inside? I find you incredibly handsome. Most of my regulars are old men, so to be honest, I wouldn’t even charge you if I weren’t working.” She stuck a finger on the tip of her lips and licked.

She was undoubtedly gorgeous. The carnal part of me so wanted to acquiesce. And maybe I could learn more about Adam and how he got here.

“What’s your name?” I asked.

“Ruby, and you?”

“Remy.”

“Remy. I like that.”

“Listen, Ruby, I don’t think I can afford you. Besides, I need my money to buy new clothes.”

“Can you at least buy me a drink for ten soulcores?”

I nodded. I was intending to buy special armor with goldcores, so sparing ten soulcores seemed reasonable.

Ruby took me by the hand and gently guided me inside. Her ass was tight and firm, and I enjoyed watching it as I followed her.

We sat at a bar. Like in a strip club, scantily clad girls danced atop the bar, though not on poles. Rather, they were swaying to the sweet plucking of a sitar. The place seemed rather empty, with only a few patrons at the bar and at the various tables.

A bartender, a burly man with a thick red beard, brought us two glasses of some red drink. It smelled like a fruity wine. I sipped, enjoying the sweetness.

“It’s been a slow day,” Ruby said. “If I don’t earn at least a hundred soulcores per day, the boss gets mad.” She took my hand. “Thanks for helping me out. Really.”

“I can only stay for this one drink,” I said. “Umm… this Adam fellow… did he say why he’d come here from Earth?”

Ruby smiled somberly. “I don’t want to betray his confidence. I’m honestly not sure what he would want me to tell you.”

“So he told you a lot, then.”

“Well, he’d visit every few days while he was in town. Like any man, he had a lot on his mind. Sometimes he’d come in just because he was lonely and needed someone to talk to.”

“He was lonely… he wasn’t soulbonded to anyone?”

She hesitated, then took a sip of her drink. “He was. That was the problem.”

“Why was that a problem?”

“I can’t get into it.” Ruby shook her head. “It’s not right.”

“Was he soulbonded to someone he didn’t like?”

“Sort of. I think he was afraid of her. Because she was a curseborn with powerful abilities. He wanted to control her, I think.” She took a bigger swig of the wine. “Look, Remy. Please don’t make me say anymore. I don’t want to be that kind of person.”

“I’m sorry. That’s it. I won’t ask anything else about Adam.” But what she’d told me was sad. Someone had soulbonded with Adam but it wasn’t happy like my relationships with Esme and Ayla. It sounded so miserable.

“I can tell you’re a nice person,” she said. “Thank you for understanding.”

“You’re a nice person, too. You care about keeping the confidence of your customers.”

“Of course. Even more than the physical intimacy, I want people to feel safe around me. Feel like they can trust me with the weight on their shoulders.”

“How long have you been working here?”

“About six months. I came here from a village on the western side of the island. Probably the poorest place you’ll ever lay eyes on. It only survives on the soulcores those of us working in the city send back.”

So it worked like remittances did on Earth. “So by working here, you’re helping support an entire village. That’s really good of you.”

“Someone has to.” She smiled, but it masked a more complicated set of feelings.

“Do you like working here?” I asked.

She thought about that for a moment. “Obviously I’d work somewhere else if I could. But I’ve no other skills. Didn’t get much of an education, either.”

She was doing what she had to do, like Esme and Ayla. But she wasn’t a curseborn. Even normal people were living a hard life in this world, forced to make sacrifices, just like back on Earth.

“What would your dream job be?” I asked.

She beamed, and it was brighter than the sun. “No one ever asks me that.” She giggled. “I’d love to be a seamstress. I want to make all sorts of clothes from all kinds of materials, gathered from all over the world.”

Her excitement was palpable, and it made me smile. “You could save up and maybe open a small shop.”

“Maybe. But for now, I have to send all my money back to the village. Our shield crystal broke last month – can you imagine that? Nothing to keep the monsters out. So we had to borrow one at high cost until ours could be fixed. It’s a desperate situation, and I can’t leave my family and friends back home to face it alone.”

That was so unbelievably admirable. I couldn’t imagine using my meager middle-school-teacher wages to support projects in my town, even if they would benefit the needy. Sure, if I was a millionaire, I wouldn’t mind supporting good causes with my spare money. But Ruby was far from that.

“That’s really amazing, Ruby,” I said. “I had a good time talking to you. Honestly. You seem so down to earth. I’ll come visit you again.”

“I had a good time talking with you too, Remy.” She threw her arms around me. I smelled her hair; such a homely, earthy scent. “Until next time.” She kissed my cheek, and I felt red all over.

The armor shop was this two-story mudbrick building with white merlons. Men’s clothes were of course on the second floor, so I climbed up the winding, black-metal staircase and began browsing. The clothes were on hangers and displayed throughout the open space, rather similar to a department store on Earth.

I spotted a teal long-shirt with a floral collar. The tag read Provides extra magic defense, small effect. I already had a ring that nullified a single magic attack, so this seemed unnecessary. I wasn’t trying to be a magic tank, I was trying to be a dodge tank. Although, certain magic attacks would probably be difficult to dodge. For example, an area-of-effect attack that I wouldn’t be able to escape unless my agility was extremely high. Or a homing attack.

Still, a small amount of magic defense didn’t seem good enough. There was no price tag on the long shirt, so I assumed that meant you could bargain the price down, which also likely meant the proprietor would try to high ball me.

I spotted an elderly man with a red beard folding some clothes and humming a rather epic sounding tune.

“Where can I find agility-focused gear?” I asked.

“Follow me,” he said with a genuine smile. “We’ve got a few good ones. What exactly are you trying to do?”

“I want to be a dodge tank.”

“Ah. So you want to dodge both physical and magical attacks, as well as draw the aggression of monsters. Very good. A selfless role, and rather difficult. Fraught with danger.”

I bit my lip. Dodge tank sounded cool, but I hadn’t really thought about how dangerous it could be.

The elderly man took me to the corner, where a green long shirt hung. It had emeralds sewn into the collar, and it came with a puffy pair of maroon pants.

“You need both the pants and shirt to get the bonus,” he said as he pulled out the tag. “When worn, you get the following passive – Gain invisibility for five seconds after taking damage. One minute cooldown.”

I snapped my fingers. “That’s it. That’s the one I want.”

“It’s part of our special collection. We only trade them for goldcores.”

“How much?”

He held up all ten fingers. I only had nine goldcores, and considering how hard we’d worked for them, I wasn’t willing to give them all up.

“I’ll give you three.”

The man laughed. “Sir, this is no tawdry establishment. Invisibility is an incredibly powerful skill.”

“Sure, but it only activates after damage.”

“Precisely when you’d need it. To get to safety.”

“Why not an invisibility skill that I can activate whenever I want?”

“Oh my.” He shook his head and grinned. “You’re asking for too much. Invisibility on command is not something I’ve ever seen for sale.” He stroked his red beard. “I’m willing to part with it for eight.”

“Four.”

“Eight.”

“Five.”

“Seven.”

“Five.”

“Seven.”

“Six. And that’s as high as I’ll go.”

“Deal.” The man reached out his hand. I shook it.

I reached into my soul storage and grabbed six goldcores off the shelf in my mind’s eye. I handed them to him.

“You know, you could just transfer it.”

“I don’t know how.”

“Look inside your storage. You’ll see mine next to yours.”

I reached into my soul storage again, the room appearing in my mind’s eye. This time, I looked to the left and saw a portal. When I touched the portal, a transfer or request prompt appeared. Touching transfer allowed me to input a number of soulcores or goldcores.

“So intuitive,” I said. “It’s like Steve Jobs himself designed it.”

“Who?”

“Never mind.”

I took my new gear, went to the changing room, and put it on. It fit perfectly, of course. The emeralds sewn into the collar really gave me a princely look. The puffy maroon pants were incredibly soft on my thighs. Best of all, I could keep wearing my Leaping Shoes.

Gain invisibility for five seconds after taking damage. Wait a minute… did that include any damage? Even self-inflicted?

I slapped myself, just hard enough to feel pain. But I didn’t become invisible.

I left the changing room and found the elderly man.

“Do you have a sewing needle?”

“Of course.” He went to the other corner and took a sewing kit out of his desk. Then he returned to me. “Why do you need it?”

He handed me the needle.

“Just want to test something.” I pricked myself, just hard enough to draw blood.

My own hands vanished in front of my face. I couldn’t even see my own body.

“Ah, very clever!” the elderly man said. “You’re completely gone from my eyes!”

My hands and body rematerialized after five seconds.

“Can I keep this needle?” I asked.

“Go ahead. You know, had I realized the damage threshold was so low, I wouldn’t have parted with it for less than sixty goldcores. You’ve more or less gained invisibility on command.”

I allowed myself a satisfied smile. “Tell me, my friend, where do you source your clothes from?”

“We source entirely from the mainland.”

“What’s your name, by the way?”

“Enkar.”

“Enkar… never heard that name before. Very nice. Listen Enkar, would you ever consider buying from a local source? Or rather, would you consider taking on an inexperienced local seamstress and helping her gain some traction?”

Enkar shrugged. “I’m not sure what you’re asking. Besides, we have to maintain very high standards. You’re not from this city, right? But you still knew to come here for the best gear at the best prices. We didn’t develop this reputation by selling locally made goods from inexperienced producers.”

I got close to his ear. “I’ll make it worth your while. In any case, just think about it.”

He shrugged and went back to his desk.
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I'VE COME FOR YOU


Outside, I began asking random folks on the street, “Where does Minister Saran live?”

Almost everyone shook their heads. I realized I might attract unwanted attention by asking so openly about an important minister, but at this point, I didn’t care and just wanted to find him. Perhaps I was being overconfident, but I felt ready.

While standing next to a stall that sold fat, blue watermelons, I raised my hand and conjured a water whip. It was weightless, and dragging it across the air was like painting on a canvas. I liked it even more than the ice katana and wind hammer. Also, I wondered: could Tara feel me drawing from her mana? I had no way of knowing, but I hoped she did. I hoped she knew I was coming to save her and her sister, and I prayed it gave her hope.

Aside from the water whip, there was another move I could feel. But it wasn’t like Ice Blast or Wind Blast. Rather, this move seemed to emanate from within.

I stared at the tiny needle prick on my finger. I imagined water erupting from it. Closing the wound completely.

And that’s exactly what happened. A drop of water flowed out of my skin, covered the prick, and healed it. Not only that, but it continued to remain there.

“Water Heal,” I said. “It heals wounds even faster than a potion. And it does so immediately, so you can keep on fighting despite getting hit.”

So not only could I go invisible upon getting hit, but with Tara’s Water Heal ability, I could also dampen the pain immediately and restore my health.

Though it didn’t seem super ideal for a dodge tank, in the hopefully rare times when I would get hit, this combination of abilities would allow me to get safe and keep going. Keep attacking, since I wasn’t just a tank, but also a damage dealer. And an elemental one at that.

I stared at my Water Ring. It was what allowed me to draw power from Tara, who must’ve been nearby, since I could use her abilities. Then I saw it: the tether.

It was a thin blue string, and it led all the way into the sky. To a tower on a small hill, just outside the barrier that protected the central palace. The tower glimmered golden in the light of the three crescents. It was made of limestone, but the tip and various windows were embroidered with all manner of designs, from floral to geometric.

I continued to focus on the tether. Heartbeats. Tara’s. Though faint, they were fast. A rapid thud-thud-thud. She was worried. Scared. All sorts of negative emotions. Though behind it all, I sensed a puddle of hope.

I began walking toward the tower. Had to go through winding alleys and bridges, while avoiding crowds of people on the various thoroughfares. Passed an animal market with many strange creatures, from purple foxes to a cat with pointy, bunny-like ears.

Finally, I arrived at what resembled a fenced garden. Within the fences were fountains, marble statues, and flowers in six different colors. But there were guards, too, each wearing long hats and dark blue robes.

In front of the tower sat a massive limestone villa, with a veranda that overlooked the garden and a series of columns in front of the entrance. So, this was where Saran lived. A life of luxury, no doubt, being waited on by servants he must’ve been mistreating.

“Wish we could live there,” I said to myself. “We’d all have plenty of space. We’d all appreciate its luxuries.”

Then I glanced at the orange barrier that surrounded the palace. There was an even better house in there. It even came with a handy barrier.

I took a deep breath. Obviously, it wasn’t going to be easy opposing such powerful people. But it would all start here, with the rescue of one girl. It would be my first strike against the power structures of this world, against the oppressive hierarchies that resembled those of Earth.

To rescue Tara, I’d have to get over the fence surrounding Saran’s house. Good thing I knew exactly what to do.

I grabbed the needle from my soul storage. I got as close to the fence as I could and pricked my finger. My body and arms disappeared.

I jumped. I floated past the top of the gate and landed just inside. I dashed behind a bush as my body reappeared.

The guards hadn’t noticed. But there were likely more guards lurking, so I’d have to be careful not to be spotted. While I could certainly take out a guard or two with the water whip, I couldn’t defeat an entire army. Tara’s mana would definitely not last that long.

I stayed low by the hedges and approached the tower. I passed a fountain and a tulip garden. Finally, I arrived at the tower entrance, which was a black door with a knocker on it. A guard stood a few paces away, between the tower and the main villa. Were I to emerge from this bush and approach the door, he’d definitely see me.

I grabbed a stone off the ground. I’d played plenty of stealth action games, so knew exactly what to do. I aimed at the villa and tossed the rock at its side.

The clack caused the guard to swivel and walk toward the sound. I ran toward the tower’s black door. I pulled it open and crept inside.

A winding stone staircase led upward. Dust swirled in the air where these stained-glass windows brought in the light. It really did resemble a tower from a fairytale.

I checked the white tether. It was thicker than before, now about the width of a power cord, and led upward. I followed it up the stone steps until I came to a wooden door.

I tried to open it, but it wouldn’t budge. So I knocked.

“Tara, you in there?”

Footsteps thumped on the other side of the door as someone approached.

“Who are you?” Tara’s voice.

“It’s Remy. I’ve come for you.”

“Remy… so you’re the one. Tara told me about you.”

“Wait… you’re not her?”

“I’m Maria, her sister.”

“Maria… I’m here to help you, too. But where is Tara?”

I could hear Maria’s sulking through the wooden door. “Tara was taken to the dungeon. To be punished.”

“Punished? What did she do wrong?”

“Saran blamed her for losing to you. He even accused her of sleeping with you. He got the prince to pronounce her guilty of treason.”

“That’s insane. Tara did no such thing!”

“Even so. They will execute her tomorrow. Please Remy… don’t worry about me. You must save her.”

My quickening heartbeats made it hard to think. “Okay. Where is the dungeon?”

“It’s beneath the prince’s palace, behind the barrier.”

“Fuck. I can’t jump over the barrier.”

“I’ll help you in any way I can, even on pain of death.”

“Let’s get you out of this room, first. Can you open it?”

“No. Only Saran has the key.”

“And where is that piece of shit?”

“I’m afraid I don’t know. He could be in the villa. He could be at the prince’s palace. Or he could be anywhere else.”

“Fuck.”

I couldn’t go looking for Saran. I had to find another way to get Maria out of that room. But I couldn’t break down the door with a water whip. If I had the wind hammer, I could probably smash it open, but I was too far away from Ayla to use it.

Besides, a more subtle method was needed to avoid alerting the guards.

I went to one of the stained-glass windows. It had a pretty painting of a tulip on it. I opened it, then noticed that Maria’s room had a window too, but it was covered by bars.

“Can you crack your window open?” I asked her.

“Sure.”

She cracked it open. I took out one of the unused bridging orbs. I put it on the ground, and the orange smoke erupting from it hardened into a door. Then I picked up the orb and leaned out the window. I was about five stories up, and the wind made me fear the fall.

I tossed the orange orb through Maria’s window.
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CHOP CHOP


Seconds later, Maria walked through the orange door on my side.

She looked exactly like Tara. Soft gray eyes. Hair as white as snow. Short, petite, and fragile.

“Tara wasn’t exaggerating,” she said. “You’re as handsome as the full moon, and as kind as a sea breeze.”

How poetic. I couldn’t help but blush. “Thank you. You’re lovely yourself. We should get out of here.”

I wished I’d placed the other end of the bridging orb somewhere else, but I hadn’t had the foresight unfortunately. Although I did have the bridging orb that connected me to the hill outside the city, I needed to save it for our final escape.

The two of us tiptoed down the stone stairs. I went invisible to check for guards. The guard who’d been standing between the tower and villa was now busy chatting with a chubby, middle-aged woman and so his back was turned away from us.

We both fast walked out of the tower and toward the fence, keeping low and using the hedges as cover. Then I picked Maria up and leaped over the fence.

As soon as we landed, we ran toward a street where the crowd was thickest. We blended into the crowd, and I finally felt safe.

Maria and I went into a nearby alleyway to catch our breaths.

“Saran probably won’t even know you’re gone,” I said. “For a while, at least.”

“How are we going to get into the prince’s palace?”

“I might have a better idea. Maria, where would this execution be taking place?”

“In a place the locals call Chop Chop Square. It’s actually not far from here.”

“So it’s not behind the barrier.”

“No, it’s not,” she confirmed.

“I think it would be easier to rescue her once she’s out in the open instead of trying to infiltrate the palace.”

Maria darted her eyes around nervously. “That’s calling it close, though. She’d be minutes away from execution.”

“I know. And I understand your fears. But it’s our best shot.”

“I understand.”

“How’s your mana?”

“It’s drained a little bit. I see you have the ring.”

“Yup. I used your healing spell earlier to cure a very tiny wound.”

A white cat ran by our feet, then jumped into a nearby trash can. It smelled weird in this alleyway. I didn’t want to remain, but I was worried about Maria being recognized. She was a curseborn, after all, and technically Saran’s property.

“Tara told me you’re soulbonded to two women,” Maria said. “And that because of where you came from, your soulbond’s power is multiplied by five.”

I nodded. “It’s true. But my soulbonds are outside the barrier, and pretty far away, so I can’t draw from their mana. I’m sorry about the ring. I never asked you if I could use your mana. Also, I assumed it would be Tara’s mana I’d be drawing from.”

“We both have the same water curse. In fact… Tara and I share a lot of things. We’re actually soulbonded.”

“Huh?”

“We were soulbonded at birth. We share a tether. Normally, I can feel what she’s feeling. I can even hear what she’s hearing. Provided she’s close enough. But ever since she went behind that barrier, I’ve been disconnected from her.” Tears formed on Maria’s eyelids. “If she were to die, I’d be losing the other half of myself.”

Of course, even normal twins often felt an eerie connection. But if Tara and Maria shared a tether, then not only did they share mana, they could also tap into each other’s feelings and sensations, as Maria had just described. And it had been that way since birth. I really couldn’t imagine the intensity of such a connection, and the pain Maria must’ve been feeling out of worry for her sister’s life.

“I will save your sister,” I said. “Don’t doubt it. I’ll ensure that both of you are safe, and that you can live happy lives, from now on.”

She sobbed. I wished I had a tissue so I could dry the tears on her tender cheeks.

“Remy, the ring you’re wearing only provides about half the power of a normal soulbond. It’s a weak connection. I really don’t want to ask this. I really don’t want to impose. You’ve done so much already. But… to save Tara, you may need more power. So…”

“It’s okay, Maria. I’d be more than happy to soulbond with you.”

“Really? With me?”

I nodded. “You’re beautiful, gentle, and to be honest, I love having a healing spell. The whip is useful, too. I’m looking forward to whatever other water abilities I could gain at higher soulbond levels. And I’d love for them to be five times as powerful.”

“But you’d be stuck with me. And Tara, if you save her, since I’m tethered to her.”

Interesting. So soulbonding with one of them was like soulbonding to both. I would be marrying twins. Also, if I could draw power from both, that would be like having double the mana.

“I wouldn’t be stuck with you. I’d be blessed with you. Both of you.”

“Do you mean that?”

“Of course I do.” I caressed her cheek and dried her tears with my thumb. “Saran made you feel worthless. The truth is, you’re amazing, Maria. You’re special. And wonderful.”

She smiled, dimples forming on her cheeks. So adorable, despite the tears. “Thank you, Remy. No one’s ever said anything so wonderful to me.”

“Let’s head to this Chop Chop Square. I want to scope it out, so we can get a good sense about how to rescue your sister.”

Maria nodded. “Sure. I’ll lead the way.”

Chop Chop Square was basically like a Roman coliseum: an ovular auditorium with a central stage surrounded by rows and rows of seating. There were four ways in and out, corresponding to each compass direction. But the northern passage was completely shut and led into an area surrounded by high walls. I assumed that was where Tara and the executioners would enter from. The other passages were open to the public, and each fed into different streets, all of them busy.

Amid the seating was a walled off section with velvet chairs that I assumed was for the rich and notable folks, while everyone else had to sit on stone benches. A sandy field with a gallows was what everyone would be looking at.

Strange it was called Chop Chop Square when it was round and not a square. Also, a gallows was used to hang people, and the words chop-chop made me think of beheading. Maria told me that the name arose just after the Cataclysm twenty years ago, when the prince who ruled the island was far more punitive and would often chop heads and limbs to stop crime and maintain order.

A guard on duty informed us that an execution was scheduled to take place the next day, early in the morning. Until then, we needed a place to rest. I considered returning to the pleasure house where Ruby worked, but that would be risky. The proprietor may not be so welcoming to Maria. Instead, we used a soul cabin.

Amid the safety of the windowless, wooden walls, we could finally feel some peace, temporary as it was. Maria and I ate some kebabs that I bought with a few soulcores and drank some tamarind juice.

Then she finally asked me, “Remy, will you soulbond with me?”

“Yes,” I said without hesitation. “I agree to soulbond with you, Maria.”

A white tether of light shot from her midsection and into mine. For a moment, it was blinding. Then it settled into a soft, milky hue.

SOULBOND OF WATER LEVEL 1 UNLOCKED

NAME: Tara and Maria

CLASS: Water Cleric

Strength: 1

Intelligence: 4

Agility: 3

Endurance: 2

Vigor: 1

Mind: 1

Luck: 3

WEAPONED UNLOCKED: WATER WHIP

NEW WATER ABILITY UNLOCKED

I took off the Water Ring, having no need of it anymore. Maria and Tara were now my third and fourth soul wives.

I cuddled with Maria on the bed. She cried in my arms. I wanted her to know that she was safe. That I’d do anything to help her. That she could lean on me as much as she needed to. That I wasn’t going to use her power and forget about her needs, the way Saran had. That as her husband, I’d make sure that she and her sister would be happy, no matter what.

“Everything’s going to be okay,” I reassured her. I didn’t expect her to stop crying, though. Obviously just the thought of what could happen to Tara was terrifying enough, and must’ve weighed more than a bag of bricks. And though I too felt some fears, I had to be strong for her.

I stroked her soft, white hair as she pressed against me and leaned her head on my chest.

“I hate not being able to feel her,” Maria said. “It’s like half of me is missing.”

“I’m sure she feels the same way. You’ll be reunited soon.”

“You know, sometimes it’s overwhelming. Especially when we were both feeling pain. It would be like feeling double.”

“But happy moments would be doubled too, right?”

“We didn’t have many of those.”

“You will. Starting tomorrow, you’ll get to do everything you always wanted. And you’ll feel the joy two times over.”

“Your words make me so hopeful.”

“Tomorrow, you’ll see my words in action. You’ll see just how much I want to change things for the better.”

She looked up into my eyes. “Really?”

“I won’t let you, or any of my curseborn wives, live in fear. We’re going to show the world that curseborn are a force for good. And we’re going to get so powerful that no one will ever try to hurt any one of us.”

“I’ll help you. I’ll do everything I can. I hope our soulbond grows and grows, so we can unlock more abilities that’ll make you even more powerful.”

I stroked the soft edges of her ear. “It will. With time. The three of us will spend a lot of time together. You ever been to that hot spring?”

“No. The truth is, Saran never took me anywhere. He always took Tara instead.”

“Why?”

“Tara and I might be soulbonded twins, but we’re not exactly the same. She has more mana than me. She’s also better at enduring Saran’s whims. To be honest, I think of her almost as a big sister. I’m not sure who came out of our mother first, but she’s always been willing to suffer more than me.”

Being locked in that tower was bad enough, but it seemed being taken around by Saran was even worse.

“So you’ve basically been in that tower the whole time.”

“Well, they let me leave to get exercise a few times a week. Saran did want to keep us healthy, at the very least, otherwise we’d have less mana for him to draw from.”

At least she could go outside and get fresh air. But that didn’t change the fact that she’d been caged. She had so much to discover. Truth be told, so did I. I’d only been in this world a few days, so we both had much to see. And I wanted to do it together.

“I’ll take you and your sister to the most beautiful places,” I said. “Rest assured.”

I stroked her hair till she fell asleep in my arms. Then I gently settled her onto a pillow and covered her in a blanket. Finally, I got some rest, too.

When we awoke, we ate some bread and then left the soul cabin, ready to begin Tara’s rescue.
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SENTENCED TO DEATH


Chop Chop Square was filling up. Already, city folk crowded the benches. Since we’d gotten there early, we secured seats at the front. I gave Maria my old clothes and the red fez, so she was decently disguised. Saran, I assumed, would be sitting in the section with velvet chairs, and so we sat farthest away from there.

Soldiers marched out from the northern passage. A cleaner came and wiped the gallows, too, as if it needed to be spotless for such an awful occasion. The executioner himself wore a black robe, and judging by his gray beard, he was quite old.

Then they marched Tara out. She had a black sack over her face, and her hands were bound. About a dozen soldiers surrounded her.

They marched her to the gallows while the executioner hung a noose from the top.

I handed Maria the orange bridge orb. The other end was on the hill where Esme and Ayla waited. It was surely our only means of escape. We’d have to time our plan perfectly.

The executioner began reading a scroll, and the crowd around quieted.

“This woman is sentenced to death for the crime of treachery against the emperor,” he said. “She conspired with a known rebel to assassinate a noble minister. She would further conspire with him to assassinate the emperor himself. Such treason cannot go unpunished. In the name of Emperor Dukas, may he be exalted, I sentence her to death by hanging.”

Before the executioner could put the noose around Tara’s neck, I pricked myself with the needle and leaped in the air. I floated forward toward the gallows with the power of the Leaping Shoes. My invisibility ended as soon as I landed on the wooden platform.

“Get him!” someone shouted.

I formed my water whip and lashed at the guards and executioner, hitting them all in one, smooth motion. They each recoiled or fell on their asses from the impact. With the time that move bought me, I grabbed Tara, jumped in the air, and floated toward the orange mist that Maria had just conjured with the bridge orb.

“He’s getting away!”

The door formed on the sand in front of Maria’s seat. I glided into it, holding Tara tight, as Maria ran through.

The three of us appeared on the hill overlooking the city. The door we’d just used disappeared behind us.

“That went about as well as we could’ve hoped,” I said. I pulled the bag off Tara’s head. Her eyes were reddened and tear-filled.

I pulled the gag off her mouth.

“Remy! Maria!” she shouted. “Oh thank you! Thank you!”

Ayla and Esme ran toward us from a short distance away. Obviously, the soldiers would be searching for us, so we couldn’t linger here for long.

“Remy!” Esme shouted.

“We have to go!” I shouted back. “Get the rickshaw out. We need to head to the fast travel point.”

Esme used the mount orb to materialize the rickshaw. Space was tight with the five of us, so Tara had to sit in my lap while Maria had to sit in Ayla’s, with Esme in the middle driving the thing.

Thankfully, the ride was free of obstacles.

After a few hours, we arrived at the fast travel point. I touched it and focused on the Underground Temple in my mind. We all vanished and reappeared there.

First thing I noticed was the doll staring at us. Despite how creepy it was, we were much safer here than in the world above. No doubt, the prince would send his army across the island to search for us.

Esme and Ayla hugged me. Maria and Tara hugged each other.

“You did it!” Esme said. “I never doubted.”

“It wasn’t without its consequences,” I said. “We’re all rebels, now. If you thought it was difficult being a curseborn before…”

“Fine with me.” Ayla pounded her fist on her palm. “I say we’re just getting started.”

I nodded. “Here, in the Underground Forest, we can all get more powerful. Then we’ll return to the surface and conquer this island. We’ll turn it into our sanctuary. A safe haven for all curseborn and a fair place for anyone else who wants to contribute.”

I turned to Maria and Tara. They were in each other’s arms, crying. I couldn’t imagine what Tara must’ve been feeling in those moments as they marched her to the gallows. The despair must’ve overwhelmed her. And it must’ve been equal for Maria, who felt everything her sister did.

“You two are safe here,” I said. “Well… safe from Saran and the government. There are some pretty strong monsters lurking about, though.”

“They can’t get into the temple,” the Soulful Doll said from across the room. Somehow, despite its voice being a whisper, it boomed across the chamber. “There’s a ward around it. Monsters can’t pass it.”

It was also creepy that she was listening to us. But I didn’t mind, so long as we were safe.

Tara and Maria stared at the doll, obviously creeped out.

“She’s harmless… I think,” I said. “Besides, she helps me level up my attributes.”

“Oh,” Tara said. “I guess we’ll have to get used to being in a place like this.”

“Only for now. Let’s all work together to get stronger.”

“Absolutely,” Maria said. “We’ll help in every way we can.”

I didn’t want to waste time. We’d have to spend our days roaming the Underground Forest and fighting more and more powerful enemies. Collecting soulcores and goldcores and crafting ingredients. I could use the soulcores exclusively to level up my stats. Because I’d been pouring so many points into agility, I’d had no trouble rescuing Tara. In fact, it had gone a bit too smoothly. It almost worried me, as if I’d somehow escaped a confrontation that was still coming.

“It’s two hundred soulcores to get my next attribute point,” I said. “Meanwhile, that shop in the city has some amazing armor we can buy for goldcores.”

“Esme and I can go kill monsters and start collecting,” Ayla said.

“Yeah.” Esme nodded. “Leave it to us. I think you and Tara and Maria should spend the day together.”

“How will we buy armor from the city?” Maria asked. “Any of us would be recognized.”

“We can craft armor instead,” Esme said. “There’s some good gear in my crafting book. I’m sure some of the monsters here carry the ingredients.”

“Okay, so let’s help me gain a few stat points,” I said, “crafting ingredients will be a great byproduct of that.”

Esme and Ayla nodded.

“How can we help?” Tara asked.

I scratched my head. “Hmm. How about one of you goes with Esme and Ayla. The other can stay with me.”

“I’ll go with them,” Maria said. “You need to rest, Tara.”

Tara nodded. Maria, Esme, and Ayla headed out to collect cores and ingredients, leaving Tara and me with the doll.

“So… what’re we going to do?” Tara asked.
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NORTH KOREA


I wanted a private space to get to know Tara. The thing is, while her water whip and healing spell were useful, whatever ability we’d unlock at the next soulbond level would doubtlessly be better. With Esme, we’d unlocked ice arrows, and with Ayla, the ability to summon a minor wind god.

So I was eager to unlock Tara’s next ability. And just as eager to get to know her. All of her.

I went to the Soulful Doll.

“Doll, I have a question,” I said. “There any place… safe and scenic and date-appropriate down here?”

“What? My temple isn’t good enough?”

“You were a woman once, right? Before you became… whatever you are now. So you know… I need to take Tara someplace less dank, less dark, less frightening.”

She slowly creaked her head toward a nearby wall. “There. Go in there.”

“In where?”

“It’s an illusory wall. Hit it with your weapon and see where it leads.” The doll chuckled.

I shuddered. As creepy as this was, the doll was obviously on my side and wasn’t going to lead me somewhere dangerous. “O-Okay, thanks Soulful Doll!”

I conjured my water whip and lashed the stone wall. As soon as I did, it evaporated into mist and a passageway appeared.

“So fucking cool.” I waved Tara over.

“Wow,” she said. “Neat.”

“Let’s explore.”

She nodded with an eager smile.

The first thing that greeted us were stone steps. Leading down. After that, a series of pillars appeared, each with a few dozen blue fireflies lighting the way. Pools of water rested on the sides, and it glowed blue as well.

Onward we went, marveling at our surroundings and chatting. So long as this was a safe adventure, it would be perfect for us to enhance our soulbond.

Then we came upon a cave-like area with stalactites and rougher ground. After that, we exited the cave and beheld a true marvel.

We stood upon a cliff overlooking a vast landscape lit by the light of the underground stars. Across the landscape were massive towers, enormous keeps, all manners of forests with colorful foliage, and lakes that glowed emerald. There were also villages, made up of stone hovels, clustered amid the forest clearings.

It was the most gorgeous sight I’d ever beheld that wasn’t a naked woman.

And Tara, judging from how bright her eyes and smile were, was equally enamored.

I took out some kebab rolls from my soul storage. “Perfect place for a picnic.”

Tara nodded. We sat by the cliff’s edge. We continued to stare at the incredible landscape while we ate.

“Do you think people still live in those villages?” I asked.

Tara shook her head. “I heard that the people living underground were the ones who summoned the Shadowsoul. It combined all their forms into itself. So I’m certain this place is empty of people.”

“Wow. How do you know this?”

“Saran did allow Maria and me to read books. While locked in that tower, there wasn’t much else to do.”

“So you read about the history of this world?”

“Mhmm,” she said while chewing. “And all sorts of other stuff.”

I took a big bite of kebab, getting a lot of bread and yogurt. “So why did they summon the Shadowsoul?”

“Well, according to the historian who wrote about the Cataclysm, the underground people were evil, and they prayed to evil gods.”

“The Outer Gods. And they’re at war with the Deep Ones.”

“Here on the island, we don’t worship anything. But there are other nations where Deep Ones and Outer Gods are worshiped.”

“So there’s no religion here?”

Tara shook her head. “No. Any sort of proselytizing or opening any kind of house of worship is banned.”

“So it’s kind of like North Korea…”

“North Korea? Where’s that?”

“It’s a country back on Earth where all religion is banned. But they ban it to control people. Why do they ban it, here?

“Calling on the Deep Ones or the Outer Gods… they will hear you. And most of the time, they won’t care. But they’ll know you’re there. They’ll know where you are. And they’ll know they can use your devotion if ever they need it.”

I shuddered. Unlike the gods worshiped on Earth, these ones were very present. It wasn’t that people doubted their existence – worshiping them had consequences. Often horrible consequences.

“I get it,” I said. “You’re really knowledgeable, Tara. I’m a teacher, so I enjoy having an intelligent conversation.”

“Of course you’d be a teacher.” Tara beamed. I wanted to kiss her dimples. And more.

“Why do you say that?”

“Because you’re amazing. And teachers are the most revered of people. Only the royal family is above them.”

Oh yeah, Esme had mentioned that. “Back in my country on Earth, teachers were at the bottom of society.”

Tara crossed her eyes in confusion. “I don’t get it. That makes no sense.”

I shrugged. “It is what it is. It’s not like that everywhere on Earth, though.”

“Teachers have a lot of knowledge. They transfer knowledge from one generation to the next, right? So shouldn’t they be the most treasured of people?”

“Only if a society treasures knowledge. Not all do. I’m glad they do here.”

Tara and I finished our kebab rolls. We put the silvery wrappers in the grass. Then we just stared at each other. It was a comfortable silence.

I find a lot of qualities attractive, but none more so than intelligence. And out of all the women I’d met here, Tara seemed to possess an analytical mind. A thirsty mind. She was a lot like me, in that way, and it made my affection for her, my longing to get to know her more intimately, intensify.

“I find you so beautiful Tara, inside and out. You have a gentle soul and an inquisitive mind. I’m honored to be soulbonded to you.”

She blushed and stared deeply into my eyes. “You mean it?”

“Of course. I must be the luckiest person alive.”

She shook her head. “No, I think I am. You already had two gorgeous women soulbonded to you. And yet, you risked everything to save me and my sister. And even now, you ask nothing in return.”

“Well, not nothing. I do draw from your water mana, after all.”

“That’s a given. But you’ve treated me entirely as an equal, even though I’m not.”

“You are an equal. I can’t think of you any other way. All of us are just as valuable as each other.”

She bit her lip. “After living my entire life being told the opposite…”

“I know. We all internalize the things that circumstance hammers into us. But being free means you can change that. Slowly. You think you’re worthless? I thought that about myself, too. I still do, deep down. I still can’t believe that there are people who love me, think highly of me, and put their hopes in me. It’s unreal.”

“Hearing you say that puts me at ease. Honestly, when I saw you confront Saran for the first time, I thought you must’ve been some sort of mythical hero. Or a god. But knowing that you feel doubts, too… it makes me more comfortable.” She grinned, showing her adorable dimples.

“Speaking of Saran, we’re going to give him the reckoning he deserves,” I said. “Him and Leric, both.”

Tara nodded in agreement. “There’s something you should know about Leric… he’s actually a curseborn.”

My jaw dropped. “I thought only women were born on the day the Shadowsoul descended.”

“It seems a few men were born that day, too. Leric is a curseborn. And he’s married to another curseborn. A woman named Johana. They’re both void element, and very powerful.” Tara took my hand. “Whatever you decide to do, please be careful, Remy.”
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IT TASTES DELICIOUS


I leaned in, unable to resist my urge to kiss Tara. As I closed in, her lips tugged softly on mine, leaving just the perfect amount of moistness. Her breath still smelled like spice and yogurt, but so did mine, and with how hard I was becoming, I hardly cared.

I nibbled on her top lip, our noses touching. Tara was so petite, I lifted her with ease and placed her in my lap. I had to lean down a little to kiss her. She seemed so fragile, so I wanted to be gentle, unlike how I’d been with Ayla and Esme.

My tongue yearned to get involved, so I let it slip between her lips. Her slight tongue met mine, and I slowly massaged hers. It was hard to grip because it was so small. My cock stood and jutted into the gap between her thighs, which she’d wrapped around me.

Though small, her tongue was moist. She stuck it in my mouth.

I gently began sucking on her tongue. She let out the cutest moan. Then I slid my hands up her shirt, first moving my fingers down onto her slight, yet hard hips. I let my hands roam into her pants, across the top of her ass crack, and then up her back, all while we made out.

I broke from enjoying her tongue and mouth and kissed down to her chin. Then I gave her ear a nibble, and she let out a lovely moan. I nibbled the top of her ear, and let my tongue slide just inside. Her moans loudened, so I lathered her ear some more.

I gave her neck some attention. She loved that too, judging by how her thighs shook. Unlike with Esme and Ayla, I wanted to prolong the foreplay as much as possible. I figured Tara would have much more trouble taking my cock inside her, that it would be somewhat painful, so the foreplay would likely be the best part of her first experience.

I hadn’t yet had the pleasure of touching her breasts. I could never tell, from all the times I’d looked at her, just how big they’d be or what shape they’d take once free of clothing. I let my hands slide from her back onto her front.

Her breasts were larger than I expected, especially given her frame. I could easily take them in my hand, but they had a roundness to them. A firmness. Her nipples were utterly erect and harder than pencil erasers. I pulled off her shirt, delighting at just how perky those breasts were. Her nipples were ever-so-slightly facing upward, and her breasts seemed to defy gravity with how they held their round form.

I couldn’t help myself. I kissed all around her left nipple, taking her right breast in my hand. Her thighs shook and her gentle moans were such a sweet sound. I nibbled her nipple, then sucked on it, as she gyrated against me and cried out. All the while, her pants got more and more soaked.

But I loved this pair of breasts so much, I couldn’t tear my mouth away. I passed between the two, giving each as much love and adoration as I could. Licking and nibbling on every part. Such a perfect pair on such a small body. They almost looked fake, given how petite she was. But my mouth knew how real they were, as if a miracle.

At this point, I wanted to fuck her brains out. But I couldn’t let the animal inside me take over. This was Tara’s first time, and her body obviously wasn’t made for a dick the size of mine. I laid her down flat in the grass and pulled off her pants in one motion. Her white panties were absolutely drenched. I pulled them off too. I wanted to taste her pussy, so I started by kissing her knee, then her inner thigh, getting warmer and warmer. I licked the area between her thigh and pussy because it was so wet with her juices. She tasted like vanilla. Then I kissed her slight mound, letting my chin and nose enjoy the texture of her light-colored hairs, and made my way down to the lips of her pussy.

I glanced up to see Tara’s eyes closed and mouth open. She was in some kind of meditative state, focusing on the pleasure. Her moans had become a bit muffled, as if she were too absorbed in what she was feeling to express it.

Good. Though my dick was definitely too large for her virgin hole, my tongue was just right. And she tasted better than ice cream. I gripped her crotch, parted her pussy lips, and stuck my tongue in her beautiful pink hole.

Tara began shaking. But I didn’t stop. I let my tongue roam freely, pleasuring every part of her pussy. My lips nibbled and sucked on her pussy lips. I let my hands roam onto her ass cheeks. There was just the right amount of fat to grip. Once again, despite her slight frame, she was blessed with excess fat in all the perfect spots.

Despite how much fun my tongue was having, my dick complained. It was still in my pants, precum wetting my loincloth. I broke from pleasuring Tara to take off all my clothes. I let Tara watch as I revealed my chiseled chest. When my dick popped out, fully erect, she let out a moan just from the sight of it.

Tara was obviously hungry for cock. She’d probably been dreaming about touching a cock like this her entire life. Trapped in that tower, all she could do was dream. I intended to make all her dreams come true.

I gently helped her to kneel. Unfortunately, she was still too short to reach my erect cock. If only we had a pillow for her knees to rest on.

“Can I touch it?” she asked in the cutest, most bashful whisper. Her eyes were like a desperate puppy dog. She looked a lot like Esme the first time I showed her my cock.

I nodded. Tara put her small, soft hand around my tip. Then her fingers gripped my cock. She let out a moan and got fully on her knees, raising her head high so her mouth was the perfect height. Just the sight of her with her hand on my cock was enough to make me cum. But I would extend the pleasure as long as I could.

Tara kissed the tip of my cock. She nibbled on it and licked the precum. “Mmm,” she mouthed, obviously enjoying the taste.

“You want more?” I asked.

She nodded. “Yes. It tastes delicious.”

She put her mouth around my tip. A shudder of extreme pleasure swept through me, almost collapsing my knees. I couldn’t help but moan as she took me in her mouth and swirled her tongue on my tip. My dick touched the back of her throat as soon as she moved her mouth forward. But still, she swirled her tongue and enveloped me in the perfect moistness.

I took her hand and clasped it as she gently sucked my cock. I could feel the love with which she pleasured me. She wanted to show me, by this gesture, just how much she cared for me, how much she adored me, and so she was gentle, using her tongue to caress all the right parts.

“I’m going to explode,” I said as another shudder of pleasure seized my entire body. “Oh God… I’m coming.”

As my seed shot out, Tara swirled her tongue around my tip and massaged my balls. She took all my sticky seed, slurping it as it hit her tongue. I came and came, but she continued to slurp it up, moaning the while.
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DAMN, THEY'RE ENORMOUS


After I’d been completely emptied, my cock began going limp.

“Wash your mouth,” I told Tara.

She pulled out a bottle of water from her soul storage. She gargled it, then spat it onto the ground.

I kissed her. We kissed and kissed. Through it all, her love and passion flowed into me. And mine flowed into her. After a few minutes of kissing, I was rock hard again. So I laid her back down in the grass, climbed on top, and began sucking on those perky nipples.

“I’m going to be very gentle,” I said. “If there’s pain, tell me, okay?”

Tara nodded. “I want you inside me, no matter what.”

“We have to go slow. And maybe just limit it to the tip for today.”

“But I want you to fill me.”

“Don’t worry. We have all the time in the world for that.”

“Sure. I trust you completely, Remy.”

I massaged her soaked pussy lips with my tip. I parted them a bit with my hands, then slid my tip into her hole.

Tara moaned, but it was entirely pleasurable. I tried gently pushing my tip deeper, but there was a lot of resistance from her utter tightness. Despite how wet her pussy was, the walls were too narrow. I’d need to slowly loosen them.

I let my tip go in and out slightly. Even though it was such a shallow thrust, because it was so wet and all the focus was on my tip, I enjoyed it. To improve the positioning, I put Tara’s legs on my shoulders and pulled forward and up. I used my hips to move my tip in and out of her hole.

“It’s good,” she said. “But you can go deeper.”

“Are you sure?”

“Please. I need to feel you deeper inside me.”

I pushed it in more. She let out a pained moan.

“You okay?”

“Yes. Keep going.”

I slid my dick out a bit, then in. I kept at this level of depth until she was comfortable. Then I pushed in even deeper.

Tara let out another pained moan. “Oh yes. I love it.”

“You sound like you’re in pain.”

“It hurts a bit. But it feels so good.”

So I kept at it. I’d let her get used to a level of depth, then push it deeper. After ten minutes, I’d fit most of my dick inside. I found the wall of her pussy, as soaked and warm as it was. We’d gone as far as we could.

I gave her a good thrust now. Her moans were drenched in pleasure. I fucked her properly, all the while I enjoyed her breasts in my mouth.

“I’m going to come,” she said.

“Me too.”

I kissed her with all the love I felt. Our tongues intertwined ravenously as I thrust to completion.

My seed burst into her pussy, drenching her. I continued to kiss her as it did. Her own wetness soaked my cock, and it was all so warm and lovely.

Afterward, we cuddled in the grass and gazed at the amazing landscape. I loved the feel of her tight, slender body against mine. We clasped hands. We were so tired, we even napped for a few minutes.

We awoke to the plush of footsteps on grass. Maria, Ayla, and Esme stood over us, staring at our nakedness.

“How’d you find us?” I asked.

“I followed the tether,” Maria said, smiling.

“You should’ve seen her.” Ayla grinned. “We were in the middle of fighting one of those stupid gargoyle things, and all of a sudden, she had to lie down. She started moaning and writhing and her pants got all wet.”

Tara giggled. “I hope you enjoyed it as much as I did, sister.”

“Lucky you.” Maria’s tone was mostly affectionate, but there was a slight undercurrent of jealousy. “It was fun experiencing it through the tether, but I’m sure it’s much better directly.” She glared at me.

“I’m a little tired right now,” I said. “But give me a few hours to recharge?”

Everyone giggled.

“What about us?” Ayla gestured to herself and Esme. “It’s been a few days and I’m not sure I can wait much longer.”

“Same,” Esme said with an impish grin.

I rubbed my head nervously. “Uhh… I’m sure once I’ve had a good night’s rest, I’ll have enough stamina for the both of you.”

“You know what,” Ayla said, turning to Esme, “there must be some kind of potion you can craft that’ll help him recharge faster.”

“That should be our priority,” Esme said. “I’ll look through my book.”

“Maybe I have to put more points into endurance?” I raised my hands, unsure.

Tara got behind me, sat down, and wrapped her legs around me. She rested her head on my shoulder. “After what I just experienced, it’s not going to be easy to share. Even with my own sister.” She kissed my cheek.

Was she trying to make them all jealous?

Esme got on her knees and climbed into my lap. “I found him first. That should afford me some privilege.”

Ayla took off her shirt, revealing her perfect, plump D cups. She knelt to my right. “Tell me you don’t want these, right now.”

Tara glared at them. “Damn! They’re enormous!”

Meanwhile, Maria came to my left and sat a bit demurely. She gazed away, obviously feeling left out. I gestured for her to come closer. When she did, I kissed her cheek and caressed her hair.

I was completely enveloped in women. Women who all smelled amazing. Whom I wanted to taste. But I was one man with one cock, and I’d just been drained – twice. I could probably go one more time today, but between the four of them, it wouldn’t be fair to choose one.

“Listen,” I said. “I love you all equally. But right now, Maria hasn’t tasted my love yet. She gets priority. I have to do my best to be fair to everyone.”

“She did taste your love, though,” Esme said, straddling me.

“Look at her,” I said.

Esme turned to Maria, who was kneeling at my left, her knees touching my thigh.

As if instinctively, Esme caressed Maria’s white hair. “You’re beautiful. And you seem lovely. I’m happy to share Remy with you. But I have one request.”

Maria seemed to like how Esme was threading her hair. She looked at Esme with such innocent eyes. “What is it?”

“Can I watch?”

Maria’s cheeks turned pink. “Umm… it’s up to Remy.”

“Would you mind, Maria?” I asked. “It would give Esme a lot of joy to watch, or even to help comfort you. Since your first time might be difficult, you may appreciate having another woman around to guide you.”

Maria nodded. “I’m a bit embarrassed, to be honest, but I can see how much she wants it. So I’ll let her.”

I turned to Ayla. I gave her luscious tits a good lick, tugging on her nipple with my lips. She let out a delightful moan.

“You’re my queen,” I said to her. “I’ll absolutely ravish you tomorrow. I’ll give you my whole load for the day. I’ll fuck you with the ferocity of a lion. Okay?”

Ayla nodded, seemingly satisfied.

“Can I watch that, too?” Esme said.

Ayla giggled. “You’re always invited to our sessions. You know that.”

The two girls giggled happily together. Maria and Tara joined in the laughter, too.

Well, one thing was for sure: this was going to be fun. But getting powerful enough to take over the island, and perhaps much more, would also be hard work. Defeating the Shadowsoul’s tethers and finally purging it from the world would be even harder. But I was far from alone.

I was loved. I was treasured. And I would love and treasure my soulbonds in return. Surrounded by these four amazing women, I was happier than I’d ever been. I was where I belonged.

I was home.

-

Continue the adventure with Quest and Conquer 2!

If you’ve enjoyed Remy’s adventure thus far, please leave a rating or review on Amazon. There is so much competition out there, this book needs all the help it can get, and reviews are super impactful. I’m counting on you!
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