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    Chapter 1 

    Everyone always said that Mondays were the worst of all the seven days. Probably because they signaled the ending of a glorious weekend and the start of a not-so-glorious work week. Since I rarely had what most people would call a glorious anything, my least favorite days were Wednesdays. 

    “I’m dragging the little arrow across the screen, and it’s not moving!” the old woman barked through my earpiece. 

    Way-Back Wednesdays as we called them in the office, due to the fact that nearly everyone who called in was older than dirt. I had nothing against the elderly, but most of them had legitimate issues that even someone my age would struggle with. But then I get stuck with the old bitties that can’t even move their cursor across their screens. 

    “Ma’am, are you dragging the mouse on your desk?” I asked. 

    “No,” she snorted. “I’m dragging it across the screen like you told me to!” 

    I had to resist the urge to sigh. One of those, I see.  

    “I’m sorry, I didn’t explain myself properly.” Or I was speaking in Latin to her, I guess. “What you need to do is move the mouse across the surface of your desk. There’s a light at the bottom that reads that movement and will move the cursor--the little arrow--on your screen.” 

    She was breathing heavily into the mouthpiece of her phone. I could just barely hear the scratching of the mouse along some surface. 

    “Oh, there it goes!” Just like that, her voice was so much brighter. “That was really easy! Thank you so much!” 

    “Is there anything else I can help you with today, Ma’am?” I was so glad I didn’t have to plaster a fake smile when I said that over the phone. 

    “Not a thing! You’ve been such a dear,” she gushed. “Thank you again, Sebastian.” 

    I might have been a little too eager to hang up the phone. The clock on my own desktop said it was time for a quick break, but I stared at it for a moment and willed it to just jump ahead to clock out time and let me leave for the day. Nope. No superpowers for me. 

    My coworkers chatted as they made their way to the break room. I should have followed them, but I was dead tired. The next installment of my favorite game had dropped the night before, and like any decent gamer, I had stayed up far too late playing, and I was really dragging today.  

    Our break was only fifteen minutes long, but a quick nap would go a long way when dealing with all the Way-Backs still to come. I set an alarm on my phone, laid my head down on my arms, and I was asleep almost immediately. 

    It was all too soon that a chiming noise filled my ears and dragged me from my slumber. I let out a groan and reached my arms up to stretch. My left hand hit something hard on the way up, and when I turned to see what it was, I realized that I was not in the office anymore. 

    I was laying on my back on some kind of cold platform that was a far cry from the hard desk I had face-planted on. The ceiling was made out of some kind of rock, and the light kept dancing in orange, yellow, and red across its surface. It definitely wasn’t sunlight coming through the windows, but my first thought was a torch or flame and that made about as much sense as the cold bed I was on. 

    “I see you have finally risen, O Great One,” a male voice declared. 

    The voice belonged to an older guy who would have fit right in at an anime convention. He was tall and lanky with paler skin than mine, and his bald head was covered in the kind of tattoos I had only seen on elf characters in video games. The long gray robe he wore was open in the front because of the way he held his arms out. In his right hand, he held a long staff. In his left, a curved dagger.  

    Several other men stood nearby, and I leaned from one side to the other to count. Fourteen men in the room, aside from the sorcerer and myself, and they all wore some form of leather armor. Most were covered from neck to toes, with even their hands shoved into leather gloves, but some of them sported a leather cap or had their legs and arms exposed for easier movement. Every single one of them had a sheath on either side of their belts of varying lengths. Most were long enough to be swords, but a handful had to be daggers. 

    “I am Raijin Thornheart, the greatest sorcerer in all the land,” he said with a bow. A fake name if I ever heard one. “Are you ready to begin?” 

    “Begin?” I sat up and glanced around the room. “What are you talking about? Where am I?” 

    I definitely wasn’t in Kansas. And I could knock off Oz, too. 

    “You are in the Great Catacombs of Legend, of course!” The sorcerer gestured to the room around us, as if I was just pulling his leg with my questions. “And I, Raijin Thornheart, have summoned you for your greatest purpose.” 

    I was probably just dreaming. That made perfect sense. I shook my head at Raijin Thornheart. Seriously, could he have picked a name more ridiculous? 

    “Greatest purpose, sure, and what would that be?” I turned on the stone bed. It was raised up from the rest of the floor and up a set of stairs from the so-called sorcerer. I had never had a lucid dream before, but it couldn’t hurt to play it all out, right? 

    His face twisted into a grin that made me shrink back. “Why, to die at my hands, of course! Your power will enhance my own, and I shall be truly unstoppable. It should be an easy task, looking at your pitiful form. I expected you to be more…” The sorcerer tilted his head slightly as he looked me up and down. “You are not what I was expecting at all.” 

    That wasn’t what a guy wanted to hear. Shouldn’t my dreams be filled with hot women telling me how amazing I am? How did I get stuck with this Voldemort-face-tattoo-cosplay-weirdo instead? 

    “Look, I don’t know what’s going on here,” I said as I rose to my feet. “You obviously have the wrong guy, so I’ll let you try again.” 

    “You cannot outsmart me, O Great One.” The sorcerer shook his head, chuckled, and handed his staff to one of the men standing beside him. “I called for you and here you are. Your pitiful visage is clearly an attempt to discourage me from taking your life. You cannot fool me.” 

    “I mean…” I chuckled. “Whoever put those dumbass tattoos on your face already fooled you, soooo…” 

    “What?” His face twisted into a snarl as he lunged for me. 

    “Dream chase scene!” I jumped to the left to avoid him and then tried to weave my way through his men.  

    “Get him!” The first man dug his fingers into my wrist, but I slipped free as I laughed.  

    Then I made it two steps before I slammed into a second man who was built like a brick wall. He held my arms down as a third came up on my left.  

    “Ohhh… Nice dagger you got there,” I snickered as I saw one of the leather-clad goons hold his dagger up, but then he shoved it in my side, and agonizing heat filled my chest.  

    Oh shit. That actually hurt, and I stared down at my white button up shirt as the color turned red around the dagger the asshole had shoved into me. 

    Wait. This wasn’t a dream? Shouldn’t I have woken up? 

    “Owwieee,” I gasped. “What the fuck?” 

    “You thought you could escape me?” Raijin cackled as his goons turned me around to face him. “Put him back on the sacrificial dais.” 

    “Yes, master,” one of the men holding me said, and then they began to pull me toward the stone bed I’d woken up on. 

    “Wait!” I groaned as I felt my legs start to go numb. “What the fuck is going on? I thought this was a dream! You can’t fucking kill me. How is this--” 

    “It’s all about power.” The sorcerer lifted both of his hands above his head as soon as his men yanked me onto the platform, held the dagger in both hands, and plunged it down into my chest. “And now yours is mine.” 

    It was as if I had jumped into an inferno after taking a shower in gasoline. Every inch of my body burned with such intensity that I couldn’t believe I was still alive to feel it. I opened my mouth to scream but no sound came out. 

    Just as quickly as it began, it was all over. Darkness seemed to press in on me from all sides. The burning feeling was gone, and I felt numb by comparison. I couldn’t move my arms or legs, but I figured I was still asleep. My heart slammed against my ribcage as I tried to take slow deep breaths. It had been the most vivid dream I had ever had in my life, and I would be happy to never experience it again. 

    The chiming of my alarm rang in my ear. Time to wake up. 

    “I see you have finally risen, O Great One.” 

    I opened my eyes and turned to see Raijin Thornheart standing just a few feet away with that terrifying grin on his face. The cold rock beneath me, the flickering torches, the minions standing at the ready. It was all the same as it had been just a few minutes ago. 

    I wasn’t back in the office. 

    “What the fuck?” I asked as I blinked my eyes against the torchlight. 

    “I am Raijin Thornheart, the greatest sorcerer in all the land.” Raijin bowed, just as he had before. “Are you ready?” 

    “You already said that?” I asked.  

    “Huh?” he raised an eyebrow as he came up from his bow. 

    “You already introduced yourself and then killed me or something?” I asked. “This is the fucking weirdest dream. Also hurt like hell. Are you--” 

    “I can assure you that this is no dream, O Great One,” the sorcerer growled. “Now that you are here, I will sacrifice you on this altar, and your power will become mine.” 

    “Uhhhh… Okay?” I cleared my throat. “But… like… this already happened?” 

    It wasn’t just a coincidence. It was literally happening all over again. My heart continued its abuse to my ribcage and was practically screaming for its freedom.  

    This baldass tattooed motherfucker had just killed me.  

    And he was about to do it again. 

    “You cannot fool me with your riddled talk,” he said with his twisted grin. “You will die now!” 

    I jumped to the left as Raijin lunged for me. The three minions that had caught me before surged forward.  

    “Not this time, bitches!” I danced around them, easily dodging the dagger from the third as he came up beside me. A fourth snatched the collar of my shirt, and it ripped as I tore away from him.  

    Two more converged on me, and I managed to dodge one, but the second got his arm around my neck and pinned me to his chest. 

    Nobody came up and stabbed me in the side this time, but everything else played out the same. I was dragged before Raijin, the sorcerer brought his dagger down into my chest, and I was filled with the intense heat and pain that I would feel for a thousand lifetimes.  

    And then the chime. 

    “I see you have finally risen, O Great One.” 

    “Son of a bitch,” I groaned as I blinked my eyes open and looked again at Overzealous Goth-Punk Voldemort. 

    It was immediately clear that third time that I was not dreaming. I was stuck in some kind of bizarre loop that kept bringing me back to life just a few minutes before my death. How was I supposed to live if I kept dying? Was I just supposed to repeat this agony for the rest of eternity? Everyone always said Hell was filled with fire. I always thought they meant literal fire and not the searing pain I had endured. 

    Raijin the sorcerer did his little monologue and then lunged for me. I managed to get past the first two sets of his minions that had stopped my escape before I was captured once again. Another dagger to the heart, another round of hot agony, and I was on the dais once more. 

    Then the chime. 

    I didn’t even wait for Raijin to introduce himself. The moment the feeling returned to my limbs, I vaulted from the stone dais and tore a path to the right. Everyone in the room shouted as they tried to stop me, of course, but the guys on the left had all been successful in every previous try. The goons on the right might be more incompetent and could be the key to getting out. 

    The first guy tried the same wrist move as the guy on the left path, and I dodged him without even trying.  

    Maybe the two sets of minions would react the same no matter which path I chose?  

    A second man was waiting for me to slam into him, just as on the left, but a third came out of nowhere and body-slammed me.  

    I crumpled to the floor under his weight and smashed my head against the stone floor. Dark stars danced in my vision, and I swayed as I was yanked to my feet and dragged across the room.  

    Raijin the Sorcerer sounded like he was in a tunnel as he spoke and cackled. 

    Then he plunged the dagger into my chest and my world became fire and pain. 

    Chime. 

    “I see you have finally--” the sorcerer began. 

    “Oh, go fuck yourself, Raijin!” I roared. 

    I rolled from the dais and lunged at the sorcerer before he could begin his irritating monologue. His eyes widened as I slammed into him and knocked him to the ground. The dagger skipped across the floor upon impact. He still had his staff, but he hadn’t used magic on me in the other respawns.  

    Maybe the staff was the key. 

    I snatched the magical item from his hands with ease, and he didn’t even put up a fight for it.  

    The men in the room staggered away from us as I stood over their fallen leader. Fear seemed to be filling the room, and for once, it wasn’t mine. 

    “This ends here, you bastard!” I hissed. 

    I lifted the staff and closed my eyes. Magic worked differently in all the video games I had ever played, but focusing on the sorcerer exploding from the inside and spraying everyone with blood and body goo seemed like a good place to start. I could see it behind my eyes. My agony would become his. I would beat him using the very weapon that made him a sorcerer. I would escape this stone room and see what crazy world I had been summoned to. And maybe find a way back home. 

    It couldn’t have been more than a minute that I stood there with the staff over my head. Nothing happened. 

    “Did you think it would be so easy, O Great One?” Raijin cackled from beneath me and wrapped a bony hand around my ankle.  

    I was basically holding a fancy wooden rod. It wasn’t going to perform any great magical feat, but it wasn’t completely useless. I held the staff in both hands and brought it down on the sorcerer’s head. He blocked at the last second and gripped the staff just below the glowing rock at the very tip of it. I brought my foot back to give him a swift kick, but his minions converged on us and tore me away. 

    “Well… that was an amusing attempt.” The sorcerer rose to his feet, took his dagger from the minion that retrieved it, and cackled at me. 

    Then he plunged the dagger into my chest, and all I knew was the fire. 

    Chime. 

    “I see you have finally risen, O Great One.” 

    “Fucking shit,” I groaned. I had to figure this out. For some twisted reason, I had been summoned from my office chair to lay on a stone dais in some sort of great catacomb. There were plenty of catacombs on Earth, but none of them were around where I worked, and I doubt any of them had assholes like Raijin conducting villain monologues. Besides, how would I have made it from my office chair to some underground crypt without remembering how I got there? I wasn’t a sleep-walker, and even if my coworkers were assholes, this was a bit too extreme for a prank. 

    Plus there was the whole respawning thing that only happened in video games. Virtual reality games had come a long way in my time, but the pain was too real for it to just be a game. 

    This was going to be my life if I didn’t come up with a way to escape. 

    “I am Raijin Thornheart, the greatest sorcerer in all the land.” The sorcerer bowed, again. “Are you ready?” 

    It didn’t seem to matter if I got to my feet or even looked at the sorcerer. He was running on some kind of script, and he was clearly eager to kill me and take my power. So far, all I had the power to do was die, and that couldn’t be what he was talking about. 

    “Fine,” I sighed as I rolled to face him. “Let’s just get this over with.” 

    The sorcerer cackled as he lunged forward. Going to the right, left, and forward had all gotten me killed. I rolled to the back of the dais and the scratch of a metal dagger on stone shrieked a moment before Raijin the Sorcerer did. 

    “Get him!” he shouted. 

    The minions surged forward and quickly blocked off the exits to the left and front. I darted to the right and punched the first guy that got in my way. The crunch could have been his face or my hand, but pain rattled from my knuckles to my elbow on impact, so I guessed it was me.  

    The men started following me behind the dais, but there were more behind me than there were in front of me. I dodged a man with a dagger, slipped from the grasp of a burly minion, and turned to see the exit wide open before me. 

    Warmth seeped through me from my heart, as if it was telling me to run as fast as I could and get out of this place. I didn’t need the encouragement and tore ass to the room’s only exit. 

    I didn’t even make it to the threshold. Three of the men hadn’t followed behind the dais and slipped into my path at the last moment, so I skidded to a halt to avoid crashing into them. The rest of the group converged on me and I was captured. 

    “Fuck!” I cursed. 

    Every respawn was exactly the same: I woke up, Raijin ranted, I tried to escape, I died. I tried the backward tactic several more times since I had been so close to my freedom. Those three guys always got in my way, and even when I did try to bowl them over, they were made of tougher stuff than I was and merely stood their ground. 

    Every death seemed like it was more than I could endure. My heart never stopped pounding in my chest after that first death. Eventually, it would just beat so hard that it either broke my ribs or stopped beating altogether. It wasn’t humanly possible to be killed hundreds of times and have your heart keep beating. 

    Of course, it wasn’t humanly possible to be killed and come back to life in the first place. 

    I couldn’t even say how many times I died in those catacombs. Fifty? A hundred? A thousand? It felt like forever. But with each respawn I got just a little bit closer to the doorway leading to what I hoped was an exit. I never actually made it out of the room, even when I managed to kill two of the minions with their own daggers. 

    “I see you have finally risen, O Great One.” 

    “Yeah, I know!” I snapped. “You’re Raijin the Sorcerer, greatest in all the land, reliant on your minions to keep me from escaping because you’re too much of a little bitch to just kill me right now!” 

    “Uhhh, The Great One knows my name?” he gasped as his dark eyes widened. 

    “Yeah, you pasty little bitch,” I groaned. “You gonna use that dagger, or what?” 

    Raijin the Sorcerer lunged for me, and I dodged to the left once more. The first two minions were easily dodged, since I’d now memorized exactly how they moved, and when the third one came in to wound me with his dagger, I met his face with my elbow. His nose broke now, instead of my hand, and he yowled in pain as he dropped the weapon.  

    Right into my hot little hands. 

    Just like a hundred times before.  

    Before he could recover, I drove the dagger up and under his ribcage. Blood soaked my arms as his dead weight tried to unbalance me, but I had already killed him once before, and I was ready for it. I braced my knees against his weight, pivoted to face the next set of minions, and pushed out with my legs like I’d done a few dozen times in my other lives. The body launched out from me like a bowling ball, and the other two assholes fell like pins when the corpse plowed into them. 

    The other two men I had dodged a few moments earlier came up behind me, but now that I was free of the dead man, I could give them all of my attention. Neither one of them had a weapon drawn and that would lead to their quick deaths. 

    I slashed one across the face and he split the air with his shrieks of pain as blood sprayed across the catacomb walls. The other rushed in to cover him, but I sliced off two of his fingers like hotdogs. While he looked at the little red fountains, I slashed the dagger across his throat, and his body fell sideways onto the face-slash guy as blood sprayed across the floor like a spilled wine glass. I wasn’t about to leave him alive to crawl out from under his companion, so I reached over, grabbed him by the hair, and dragged the dagger across his throat.  

    He gurgled and choked on his own blood for a few seconds before he went still. He’d stabbed me like a few hundred times in my previous lives, so honestly, fuck that guy. 

    The pin-minions had managed to get their dead friend off of them and darted forward as a group. I let the one grab hold of me and used him as a counterbalance as I jumped and kicked the second one in the chest. All three of us fell to the ground, and I was able to flip the dagger in my hand and use my falling momentum to drive it into the man beneath me. He let out a screech as I twisted on top of him, dragging the blade straight across his midsection. Blood and worse flowed from the gaping wound, and he was dead in seconds. 

    The guy I had kicked was too busy staring wide-eyed at his fallen comrade to even try to defend himself as I grabbed his head, pushed it against his shoulder, and thrust my blade into his jugular. He croaked out a dying breath as his life drained from his eyes faster than the blood from his carotid artery. 

    The dagger’s handle was now slick with the blood of several men, and both of my arms were soaked in the warm liquid. I would probably cause a mass panic if I suddenly returned to my office looking like that. 

    Some of the remaining minions hesitated as I turned to face them. The dagger had felt very awkward in my hand when I had first gotten it many deaths ago, but after so many attempts at this battle, it almost felt like an extension of my arm. I wasn’t about to drop it because I knew which ones would aim for that hand and how to slip past their attacks. I was invincible because I knew exactly what these mother fuckers were about to do, and this time, I was going to come out on top. 

    As I expected, one brave man with a sword came charging forward with a battle cry. He swung the weapon like it had been given to him just before I had been summoned. More bravery than sense, the poor guy.  

    I stepped aside as he swung down, and then I hooked my foot around his ankle as I’d done a few hundred times. His momentum carried him further along until he lost his balance entirely and smashed his face into the wall of the room. Bones crunched, blood splashed, and once he hit the floor, he didn’t get back up again. 

    It had taken me a few dozen tries to figure out I could just kill that one by tripping him cartoon style. 

    I turned to the nearest minion. “May I have this dance?” 

    His face went straight past red and turned purple before he drew his own dagger and sprang forward.  

    I easily parried his first slash since I’d seen it hundreds of times before, and then I grabbed his wrist when he brought it back around. With a twist, his wrist snapped, and the dagger dropped into my waiting hand.  

    He screamed in pain as I retrieved the fallen weapon. Then I kicked the back of his knees. They buckled beneath him and brought him down to a better level where I could plunge the daggers into both sides of his neck between the collarbones and the shoulderblades. Blood spurted out from both sides before oozing down his body and soaking into his leather armor. 

    Halfway there, but I’d been “halfway there” like twenty times, and this next part was a bit more difficult. 

    If they had been hesitating before, the remaining minions looked almost too terrified to try to take me down. They even had the advantage with their numbers: seven to one. But the blood of seven of their allies now pooled on the floor around us. They were either afraid to slip and fall or didn’t want to become victim number eight. 

    Their cowardice gave me all the strength I needed. I rushed into their midst and slashed at the first guy who tried to retreat, but he fell to the ground and was immediately stomped on by another sword-wielding minion.  

    “You stepped on your bud,” I snickered as the swordsman stumbled on the man’s body. 

    “What?” the man gasped as he awkwardly swung the blade to keep me at bay.  

    “I may have seen this all before.” I knocked the blade aside with a flick of my wrist and shoved my other dagger deep into his inner thigh. 

    Blood sprayed everywhere and soaked into the genius’ leather-clad legs. He collapsed with a shriek and further trampled his fallen comrade. 

    I gave those two some alone time and feinted toward another dagger-wielding minion. He darted back like I knew he would, so I turned and swung my own daggers at Raijin the Sorcerer.  

    There was a reason he had brought fourteen men with him into the catacombs. The sorcerer was not a melee fighter by any stretch of the imagination. He needed their protection, so Raijin let out a pathetic squeal as she dropped his dagger and stumbled away from me.  

    “Here, hold this,” I slammed the dagger in my right hand into the thigh-minion’s back for safe keeping, and he stopped screaming.  

    Then I brought the toe of my shoe down on the guard of Raijin’s dagger, and the blade catapulted up into my fingers. 

    “Upgrade!” I laughed. The sorcerer’s dagger was a bit longer than the others, and the curve made it look like the talon of some giant creature. The blade was perfectly balanced, and in previous attempts where I’d obtained the blade, it parried the other minions’ weapons like they were made of plastic. 

    I was almost there.  

    I kicked one of the men into another that was wielding a sword, and he lifted his arms to protect himself from my blade, but this dagger was pretty fucking awesome, and it took his arm off at the shoulder while I shoved my other knife’s tip right into his eye socket.  

    I guessed the man died instantly, but as his cut-off arm fell toward the ground, I kicked the sword up and out of his dead hands and snatched it with my fingers that used to hold the dagger I’d just planted into his skull. Then I drove this blade into the neck of the fucker I’d kicked him into and spun around to fast the last three dudes. 

    The remaining three men converged on me as one. The middle man and the one to my left carried swords, while the one to my right carried a dagger. I dodged the thrust from the middle, parried the dagger on my right with Raijin’s curved blade, and used my elbow to try to knock the other sword out of the left man’s hand. He managed to hold onto the blade, so I shifted my dagger to point toward him and drove the blade through his arm. The muscles lost their tension, and the sword fell to the ground with a clatter that was nearly drowned out by the man’s screams.  

    “That’s gonna leave a mark.” I left the blade in his arm, grabbed the other man’s sword, and ran it through the dagger-man. 

    The horrified swordsman let go of his blade and got my sorcerer’s dagger through the throat for his effort. The man with my other dagger in his arm yanked it out and came at me. He was clearly not lefthanded, and we’d danced this dance a few dozen times, so I was able to knock his weapon from his grasp and cut him down.  

    The only living minion at that point was the one coward who hadn’t even bothered to try to wiggle out from underneath his dead comrade. He whimpered at me as I approached, and his blood splashed against my shoes after I used the curve dagger to rip his throat open. 

    All that remained was Raijin the Sorcerer himself. 

    “Well, that was fun,” I said as I pulled my left-hand dagger out of the skull of the one-armed dude I’d killed a few seconds ago. 

    “You are even more powerful than I imagined, O Great One! Fourteen men, gone in the blink of an eye!” The man stood there with a grin on his face, and his eyes were lit up with the kind of delight only an insane person could muster. 

    “You seem a bit too happy for someone who’s about to die,” I growled, and my blood-soaked socks made a squelching noise as I stepped around the bodies and came to face the sorcerer once more. 

    “What?” he squeaked and bowed his tattooed head. “Noooo… O Great One. I am your servant! I’ve summoned you to this world to be your minion.” 

    “You have got to be fucking kidding me,” I sighed. “You’ve killed me probably five hundred times.” 

    “I’m sorry, Great One,” the sorcerer gasped as he bowed lower. “I have not ever killed you. I summoned you because I wanted to see your great power, and I wanted to be your aide as you conquered this world.” 

    “Yeahhh,” I groaned as I studied the man for a second.  

    This might be a trap. He might be waiting to use his trump card for the last possible second. Or maybe was a necromancer, and I had just given him all of the manpower he could ever need. Of course, if he was a necromancer, he would have just come in with a horde of zombies instead of bringing in live men. Dead people don’t need to eat as much as the living, and he did seem like a cheapskate. 

    Then again. It really didn’t matter if he had a trick up his sleeve. If he killed me now, I’d just do the whole sequence over again. I had every step memorized, and all that was left was to kill this motherfucker. 

    “Let’s hope this ends whatever loop I’m in,” I said as I swung my left dagger at him.  

    He jerked his staff upward and managed to parry my attack, but the block was lazy, and I had put more effort into my blow than he had in his defense. The staff shifted in his grip, and I brought the other dagger in to completely disarm him. The wood cartwheeled through the air and landed with a clatter somewhere off to my right. Raijin’s gaze followed its trajectory before turning back to me with terror in his eyes.  

    He knew as well as I did that he was finished. 

    The sorcerer opened his mouth to speak, but I was sick of listening to his obnoxious voice, so I shoved one of the daggers into the back of his throat and, while he choked on that, I brought his old dagger up and brushed the front of his robe out of the way. I stared into his terror-filled eyes as I carefully thrust the blade up under his ribs. I watched the light of life leave him, and I reveled in his body sliding down onto the stone dais. 

    Raijin the Sorcerer was no more. 

    My heavy breathing seemed to echo around the room and at first I thought I had more enemies to deal with. I spun around and held my daggers at the ready as I watched the flickering shadows bend and crawl along the walls. I held my breath, and the only sound was the faint crackling of the torches and the occasional dripping of water somewhere deep in the catacombs. I listened hard for the footsteps or echoing whispers of approaching enemies. Nothing. I was alone. 

    “Yessssssss!” Relief swept over me like a bucket of cold water. My hands shook so violently that I dropped both daggers. My legs would no longer support me, and I staggered away from the steps of the dais to slump against the left wall. Fourteen men and a powerful sorcerer. Dead at my hands, and they super deserved it for being complete assholes. 

    “I won… Finally.”  

    I sat and stared at my hands for a long time. Once they finally stopped shaking, I tested my legs. The first two steps were more stumble than stable, but at least I could support myself again. Now that the threat had been dealt with, I was able to get a really good look at the room I had been stuck in for the past thousand lifetimes. 

    It wasn’t a very large room. Each wall seemed to be about the same length, maybe about fifteen feet or so. The stone dais was in the middle of the back wall but away from it toward the center of the room by about four feet. The stones were covered in moss here and there, and the scent of wet earth and blood filled the air. The doorway leading out of the room was along the wall opposite the dais, slightly off-center and more toward the right wall. 

    That was my way to freedom. 

    As soon as I crossed the threshold, there was a little gust of wind. It whipped through my hair and fluttered my clothes, and it seemed to be coming out of the floor. I couldn’t see any huge gaps beneath my feet, but the breeze didn’t last long enough for me to drop down and really investigate.  

    The strangeness of the wind made me do another quick check of the room behind me, but a shimmering light drew my eye to the left wall. Some kind of weird writing had suddenly appeared in neon blue ink on the stone.  

    “What the fuck?” The text seemed to flow like it was underwater. It wasn’t in any language I had ever seen before, but it had to be important somehow. I walked over to the wall and tried to touch it. If it was carved into the stone itself, maybe I could find a way to copy it onto paper or imprint it onto the leather of the minions’ armor. 

    The moment my finger passed through the floating text--because it wasn’t carved into the stone--the letters suddenly shifted and morphed until I could actually read it. 

    You have been called, O Great One, to save this world from its destruction. Heed your power and use it well, for with it you shall defeat every foe that dare stray across your path. For you cannot fail when you can repeat your attempts as often as you need. Go forth, God of Time, and return hope to the heart of this world. 

    I stood there and stared at the writing for a really long time. What was this power it was referring to? I was gonna have to figure that out pretty quick if I was this God of Time they were talking about.
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    Chapter 2 

    As I turned to leave the room, my foot hit the sorcerer’s staff, and it rolled away from me. Every time I had tried using magic with it before, it had been nothing more than a useless piece of wood, so I didn’t even bother picking it up.  

    The sorcerer’s dagger, on the other hand, was quite awesome, and it had served me well every time I’d used it to murder these fools 

    “Where did I drop it?” I asked myself as I glanced down amongst the fifteen corpses. The curved blade laid just within the dead sorcerer’s grasp, and I chuckled as I picked the weapon up. “You’ve got a new master now, buddy.” 

    The steel was still covered in blood, and even a quick swipe on Douchebag Wizard’s robe didn’t really help clean it away. The grip was tough leather and there were grooves where my fingers fit perfectly, as if the weapon was meant for me. It wasn’t the most perfectly balanced dagger in the world, but it had served me well in the battle, and I felt a thousand times stronger just holding onto it. 

    “I wonder how sharp this thing actually is,” I asked as I drew my thumb along the sharp edge.  

    As if my words had been some kind of trigger, a floating text box appeared above the dagger, and I almost dropped the thing. I blinked at the words a few times until I convinced myself that I was actually seeing what I was seeing. 

    Durability - 84% 

    Weight - 0.9lbs 

    Quality - High 

    Magical Aspect - None 

    Magical Ability - None 

    “Uhhh… Am I in a video game?” I asked the cave.  

    Apparently, weapons had stats, and I was able to see them by touching them. That was a pretty neat trick, but I still didn’t really think I was in a video game because I could feel the pain of being stabbed, and I had died a few hundred times before being able to kill all these assholes. 

    But if I wasn’t in a video game, why could I see stats of weapons? Why did I keep “reloading” when I died? 

    Where was I? 

    The hovering blue text was still on the wall. The middle part struck a chord with me, and it gave me an idea. 

    What if my power actually had something to do with the whole coming back to life after I died? 

    I rifled through the sorcerer’s robes until I came across the dagger’s scabbard, and then I attached it to my belt and sheathed the weapon. It was a comforting weight pressed against my side, and I patted the concealed blade like it was an old friend. Then I climbed around the sorcerer’s body and sat down on the stone dais behind him. 

    But then I ran into the problem of still being alive. If my power was just some kind of immortality, then the only way to respawn was to die. Did that mean I would literally have to repeat the same day over and over again? How was that any kind of amazing power? The words on the wall hadn’t appeared until after I had defeated Raijin and his cronies and tried to leave the room. 

    There had to be more to it than that. 

    I looked over at the wall and reread the prophecy or legend or whatever it was a few more times. There wasn’t any hint to using my power, but it also didn’t specify that death was my only option. If I was brought back to the moment I was summoned every time I died, I would have to keep repeating the day over and over until I literally never died. 

    “I’ve never seen Groundhog Day,” I sighed. “But this is kind of a weird version of it. I don’t want to wake up under Raijin’s dagger every damn day. Maybe I can save my spot?” 

    Video games usually had a kind of menu or very specific locations where the player could save their progress. But how was I supposed to do something like that without a proper interface or tutorial to show me how? 

    “Fuuuuck,” I groaned and laid back against the stone. 

    The idiot sorcerer probably knew, but I really didn’t want to have to off myself just to fight him all over again. 

    I laid there and stared at the ceiling for a while before I just decided to wing it. If I focused on the stone dais hard enough, maybe something would happen? The worst was that I ended up looking like an idiot, but I was the only one here to see, so who cared? 

    I closed my eyes and concentrated on the stone beneath me. If I could, I wanted to come back to this place if something happened to me. To this exact moment, after I had already defeated Raijin and his lackeys. I probably could have killed them easily if I gave it another go, but I already had the sorcerer’s monologue memorized like a song stuck in my head. I was ready for something new. 

    A tingling sensation began in my fingers and toes, and it crawled rapidly up my body. Once the tingling hit my shoulders and hips, a burning heat started at my extremities. I feared the intense heat and pain from my numerous deaths, but this was more of a pleasant warmth that wrapped around me like a blanket. When the warmth hit my heart, a little chime rang through the room. 

    The warmth faded quickly, and I opened my eyes once more. If my theory was correct, that was only half of my true ability. I scrambled from the dais and left the room. There was no gust of wind this time so it must have been some kind of activator for the text on the wall. I walked down the hall until I could no longer see the dais from where I stood. Then I concentrated hard on the moment I had just created, of me sitting on the stone slab just after I had defeated the sorcerer and his minions. 

    Chime. 

    Ice shot through me just as I heard the familiar bell, and I gasped. The feeling lasted the length of a heartbeat before it was replaced with a total numbness. One moment I was in the hallway, the next I was laying on the dais once more, and the sorcerer was still dead on the ground where he was supposed to be. 

    I was right. My power was the ability to create a savepoint and reload whenever I wanted to. 

    Holy shit. 

    This was fucking awesome. 

    No wonder the sorcerer was so interested in me. Being able to repeat a day when something went wrong was as good as immortality. I might fail a thousand times as I had with the sorcerer, but in the end, I would always come out on top. There was nothing that could defeat me if I could just go back in time and do it all over a different way. 

    The sorcerer also had no idea that I was just repeating the battle. He greeted me each time like it was the first time. All he knew was that my power would make him unstoppable, but he had no idea what I could truly do. Nobody would know that I was just repeating myself over and over until I got it perfect. They would all see me come in like a total badass. 

    And that was fine by me. 

    I decided to check the stats of the sorcerer’s staff. It hadn’t produced any epic magical feat when I tried to use it, but it was probably because I didn’t actually know any spells. Staves and wands could just be tools to concentrate magic in this world. 

    The moment I touched the staff, another floating text box appeared above it.  

    Durability - 95% 

    Weight - 1 lbs 

    Quality - High 

    Magical Aspect - None 

    Magical Ability - +10% magnification to spells cast. 

    The durability was greater than the dagger, but since I wasn’t about to go hitting people upside the head with it, the blade was still the superior weapon choice. Its magical ability was just a magnification to spells, which probably meant that I would have to learn some kind of magic from somewhere before the staff would be of any use to me. 

    “I never got my letter from Hogwarts, sooooo…” I dropped the thing and it hit the ground with a clatter. 

    I looted among the dead cronies and found a variety of weapons but nothing else. They didn’t have any supplies on them that would be useful to me. No matches, no money, no canteens or leather pouches for carrying water. They didn’t have any food or even a freaking pocket knife on them. 

    Wherever I was, there had to be some kind of settlement nearby. Either a town or a base of operations for the bad guys. 

    I was probably gonna have to kill some more Raijin cronies when I got outta here, wasn’t I? 

    I was able to summon the stats of each weapon when I touched the blades, and none of the daggers could even compare to the sorcerer’s. The swords came in a wide variety of durability, but their weight was always about three pounds, and none of them had any magic aspect to them. I grabbed the most durable sword of the bunch, even though it was barely above sixty-percent. 

    The sword wasn’t anything fancy, and I would have been surprised if a cheapskate like Raijin had splurged on arming his minions well. It was like a one-handed Knight’s sword. The blade of the sword was about the length of my arm and had several chips along both edges from use. The grip was made of rough leather, and the round thing at the end had no emblem or decoration whatsoever. The guard between the grip and the blade was just a simple strip of metal, and the left side of it was shorter than the right for some reason. 

    All that mattered for now was that it had a pointy end that could pierce anything I needed to kill, and it seemed like it could do at least that much. 

     I was just about to leave the room when I thought of another use for my powers. 

    What if I could spam my saves and get weapons with different stats? 

    It was a long shot, but what was the harm in trying it out? I had all the time in the world to mess around and test out my skills, and wasn’t it better to know the extent of my abilities as soon as possible? 

    Chime. 

    I shuddered as the icy feeling shot through me, and I scrambled over to the nearest dead body to pull out his sword. I couldn’t remember exactly which weapon had which stat, but as I retrieved each sword, I saw that their stats were exactly the same. 

    “Aw, bummer,” I said. “So… by that logic, there is no random loot generation. I’m guessing that I’m not in a video game. I just have the ability to restart from a save point and look at the stats of weapons.” 

    I swung the sword a few times and frowned at the whopping sixty-two-percent durability stat. It was kind of pathetic when compared to the dagger, but a sword had a longer reach, and even a dull blade could knock heads around if I swung it hard enough. I had no idea if the sharpness of the blade was related to the durability state, but I remembered a YouTube video I watched where some survival guy had used a whetstone to sharpen a dull blade. I was pretty sure the spelling was different because I doubted any old wet stone would do the trick. If I couldn’t figure it out, maybe someone at the settlement nearby could teach me. 

    Assuming the settlement wasn’t full of bad guys trying to kill me. 

    “No more call center work for me!” I grinned as I finally left the dais room and walked down the long stone corridor. I had been transported to some fantasy land, and I was pretty much a god. Nobody could cut me down, and I could never make a wrong turn or say something stupid to someone and get punched in the face. If I did, I’d just chime back to the start and then do it over again until I got it right. 

    I was invincible. 

    The air in the tunnels was damp, cool, and filled with the scent of wet stone, moss, and earth. It was so much nicer to breathe than the choking blood and death of the dais room. The walls were made of the same dark gray rock as the room I had just left, and torches filled the tunnel with flickering light every few feet. The sound of water dripping echoed from somewhere deeper in the catacombs, and it made me think of how thirsty I was. There was no chance of me drinking from the walls, though, since I was kind of surrounded by dead people. 

    I came to the first intersection and glanced at both possible paths. The right was free of any obstacles and continued on for several yards before turning. The left path had a dead minion shish-kebabed on a set of giant spikes, and his blood was still dripping from the wounds. 

    “Well, that’s pretty fucking obvious,” I snickered. 

    I should have guessed that there would be traps in a place like this. If the Great Catacombs were the only place that the God of Time could be summoned, it wasn’t the kind of place any old wanderer should be able to navigate. The catacombs themselves had probably been long buried, and all of the maps leading to it had been burned long ago or something. That’s what I would have done if I wanted to keep an all-powerful being from getting summoned by a moronic sorcerer. 

    What it really meant was that Raijin and his cronies had probably left me a gruesome breadcrumb trail leading right to the entrance. All I had to do was follow the tunnels and follow the path that didn’t have a dead minion shish-kebabed on spikes. 

    I followed the breadcrumbs, and every few turns I came across a man crumpled on the floor or burnt to a crisp or at the bottom of a pit of spikes. I almost felt sorry for these guys, but if it meant that I had spent less time fighting in the dais room because of their loss, then I really couldn’t be too upset. Fourteen cronies had been bad enough, but it seemed that the sorcerer had brought a small horde with him, since I counted an additional eight dead cronies before I reached a long straight tunnel. 

    The tunnel was much of the same wet-gray rock covered in moss as the rest of the labyrinth, but there was a very faint breeze that brought the fresh scent of trees and growing things from somewhere. I picked up the pace until I was practically running around the remaining twists and turns of the labyrinth. 

    A few minutes later, I turned a corner to find sunlight spilling into the tunnel in front of me, and I had to slow my pace and bring an arm up to shield my eyes against the glare. The fresh scents intensified along with the calls of birds and the rustling of leaves in the trees, and I inhaled deeply as I guessed at what this world would look like. 

    I was just about to step across the threshold when a thought occurred to me. What if there were other rooms like mine within the catacombs? I doubted there were other all-powerful gods like myself waiting to be summoned, but there could always be some loot lying around. My respawning powers made it so I never had to actually worry about getting lost or dying forever. Was there really any harm in having a quick look-see? 

    Part of me knew that there wasn’t really going to be anything for me to take from the tomb. Why would anyone store items in a place like this? The dead couldn’t use money or weapons, and it wasn’t like this was an Egyptian pyramid where there were organs and stuff in jars. Not that there was anything wrong with preserving the guts of some dead guy for him in the next life. I just didn’t see the point, since he was already dead. 

    But a much larger part of me was playing the devil-on-my-shoulder bit. What if this world was like Zelda or Diablo, and there was all sorts of cool shit in the pots and jars? I had nothing to lose by spending my time exploring the labyrinth. If I didn’t find any loot, was I really going to be upset? I already had a pretty awesome dagger, and even if the sword left something to be desired, there was a good chance of a town being close by. I could always barter for a new one if I didn’t find any money lying around. 

    Plus, I wouldn’t know there was nothing for me to find if I didn’t actually go looking for it in the first place. 

    My gamer-brain refused to let me leave the catacombs without a thorough investigation. In every game with a dungeon like this, there was always some kind of treasure waiting to be found. In some ways, I kind of was the treasure, but there might be something else down the passages the sorcerer hadn’t searched. I highly doubted that I was going to find anything useful, but if I went in expecting nothing and actually found something, it would be like a little surprise for myself. 

    “We are going for a hundred-percent map completion.” I started to backtrack to the first shish-kebabed cronie just outside of the dais room. At first, I thought I was just going to get lost. The last trap before the entrance had been a pitfall trap, and every time I turned a corner and didn’t find it, I had to fight back the sense of alarm. It wasn’t like getting lost was a real possibility. I could just respawn to the dais room and follow the macabre trail again. 

    But even though I knew that I had this power, it was still so new and weird that my squishy normal self was trying to bring up fears that were irrational to the God of Time. After all, I could just do things over again if I didn’t like the way they turned out the first or ten-thousandth time. 

    I made the decision to respawn in the dais room when I rounded the next corner and found the pitfall trap. Retracing my steps from that point was easy, and I had to fight the smile that tugged at my lips every time I came across the next trap. It was how I knew I was getting to where I needed to be but it was so disrespectful of the dead to be happy to see the activated traps. 

    Knowing I had a get-out-of-jail-free card meant that the word caution left my vocabulary as I wandered through the catacombs. I didn’t bother looking around each corner for an ambush, because it didn’t matter. I would just respawn at the dais, find where the enemies were waiting, and kill them all. 

    However, the catacombs seemed to be completely empty. My footsteps echoed as I walked through the tunnels, and there was the occasional dripping of water somewhere, but there were no other sounds. At least the air was clean compared to the blood-drenched air of the room with the stone dais. 

    The first dead end I came to was just an abrupt wall in the tunnel, and there hadn’t been any kind of trap waiting to be activated. There was no room to loot, no treasure, no enemies, nothing. I backtracked and took a different branch of the tunnel, but this also led to another dead end with nothing waiting for me.  

    “Stupid map design,” I growled as I backtracked once more and turned down a different branch. There was a room at the very end of it, so I picked up the pace until I was jogging down the corridor. 

    And then I was squashed between the ceiling and a wall that popped out of the ground. 

    Chime. 

    I respawned on the dais with the kind of deep breath people take after being underwater for a long time. My heart started pounding erratically from the sudden death, and I had to place my hand over my chest to keep the damn muscle from bursting free and running out on me. There was no lingering pain from the crushing blow, aside from my wounded pride at having been taken out by one of the traps. 

    But now I was even more eager to check out that room. Traps weren’t laid out if there wasn’t something interesting that needed protection, so I scrambled from the dais and grabbed my pitiful sixty-two-percent sword. My eye caught the useless staff once more, and I decided to bring it along. The trap had been activated somehow, either from a tripwire or just passing over the underground wall. The staff was just the thing to use as a test. Better to break it than me. 

    I returned to the wall-trap hallway and walked a little more slowly this time. I held the staff out in front of me like a blind man’s walking stick, and let out a very unmanly shriek when the wall sprang up from the floor. The sound echoed all around me, and I really hoped there was nobody in the catacombs to hear it. The staff was snatched from my hands as it was broken like a twig, and the once-glowing rock at the tip of the staff clattered to the floor. 

    Once the tunnel was clear again, I picked up the broken shard of staff and waved it over the trap. I kept my grip loose on the staff in case the wall jumped back up again, but it was a one-time-only kind of trap. I grinned at my genius and continued into the room ahead. 

    It was smaller than the dais room and aside from a bunch of coffins in the walls, there was nothing of interest. Every game I had ever played warned me against pushing back the lids of those coffins. With my luck, I would awaken a super powerful Lich Lord and get blown to smithereens in seconds. But what did that matter? Even if a Lich Lord appeared and killed me, I would just respawn in the dais room and do it over again. 

    No risk, no reward. 

    “It’s still fucking scary, though…” I ignored my pounding heart as I threw all of my weight against the nearest coffin lid. The stone growled as it ground together, and when there was enough of a gap for a Lich Lord to rise, I leaped back and drew my two weapons. 

    Nothing happened. 

    There was a skeleton in the coffin, but it was desiccated to the point that the skull turned to dust when I poked it with my dagger. I opened the other three coffins at ground level, but was met with the same nothingness. The placards beneath the coffins had various names on them, but none of them meant anything to me. I assumed that they had been really important people when they were alive, and that would warrant the trap to protect them in the afterlife. 

    Instead of wasting my time with backtracking, I just reloaded and spawned back in the dais room. I grabbed the sword and staff again to use as a trap detector and chose a different path to explore. I came across dead ends more than traps, but the staff served its purpose very well. Only once was I killed, and that was because the floor suddenly vanished beneath me and not even the staff could save me from fall damage. 

    In the end, there was no treasure of any kind hidden in the catacombs. I couldn’t even find any hidden rooms, although I must have touched every single freaking rock in the place. I returned to the dais room for the last time, grabbed my sword, and followed the dead minions’ bodies back to the entrance. 

    The suffocating echoes and closeness of the walls disappeared as I stepped across the threshold of the catacombs. The air was crisp and clear, and the birds singing around me was like music to my ears after only hearing my own breathing for the past few hours. There were evergreens all around me, but in a spot where they were sparse, I could see a plains far below where I stood stretching to the horizon. 

    I took a few steps away from the entrance to the catacombs and turned around. A sheer cliff towered over me, and just beyond its top edge, I could see rocky terrain and a few sparse patches of more fir trees. 

    The Great Catacombs rested within the side of a mountain. That made sense. 

    The sun was just about at its peak in the sky. There were trees and rocks everywhere, and the entrance to the catacombs was a gaping hole in the side of the cliff. The valley below had a faint line cutting through the grass, and I figured it was a dirt road that led to the settlement I was banking on. Since none of the minions had any supplies on them, it couldn’t be more than a day’s walk down the mountain. 

    Time to get moving. 

    A town was the answer to all of my current problems. I could get food, supplies, and a proper bed to sleep in, and I almost moaned at the idea. It felt like I had been awake for months and anything was better than waking up on that cold stone slab again. Someone in the town might even know of a way for me to get back home. 

    Back home to the call center. 

    Did I really want to go back? There, I was just some guy sitting behind a desk five days a week making someone else money while I tried to squeeze as much fun as I could out of my life on the weekends. Here, I was a god, the God of Time, or so said the wall. I had the ability to save my place and reload as many times as I wanted to, and I could relive all the best moments over and over again. I would be so much happier in this world than in my own. 

    But that wasn’t a decision I had to make at the moment since I didn’t know if I could even get back to my own world. There was no use worrying about something that wasn’t currently possible, and when I came across that bridge I would either cross it or burn it.  

    Simple as that. 

    The immediate terrain around the catacombs was relatively flat with only a few large rocks giving it some texture. There was a faint path in the grass leading to the entrance and, after following it for a few feet, I found that it ran right alongside the cliff away from the catacombs. It was only wide enough for one person to cross at a time, and the sheer drop made me keep a hand on the cliff as I walked. As much as I knew that dying wasn’t permanent for me, I really didn’t want to Wile E Coyote my way down the mountain and arrive at the town covered in bruises. 

    The path forked just beyond the cliff with the left heading further up the mountain. I followed the right path, and it quickly became narrow as the trees closed in around me. Ferns and overgrown plants laid across the path in many places, and some had even been cut or bent recently, so I guessed that the sorcerer and his lackeys were probably the first people to have walked this path in a long time. The cuts made my traveling a little bit easier, but I still had to watch my step. 

    When the path veered suddenly to the left, I was too busy looking down at the valley between the trees to notice. The ground slipped away beneath me, and I started sliding down a steep hill. There were no roots or trees to grab on to and stop my rapid descent. All I could do was shift my weight to try to steer myself out of the way of obstacles. I hit a rock that sent me spinning sideways, and my descent was stopped by a large boulder. I smashed into it face-first, and everything went dark. 

    Chime. 

    So much for being invincible. 

    My respawn had taken me all the way back to when I had forced the save on the dais. My ability didn’t have an automatic feature that would save my spot for me when I reached certain goals. 

    It was a good lesson to learn. I just paid too high a price for it. 

    My heart still pounded wildly in my chest even though I wasn’t in any sort of permanent danger. I was gonna have to get used to that. Several minutes passed before I had calmed enough to rise to my feet, and then I grabbed my sword and headed back through the tunnel toward the exit.  

    Between respawning after my deaths and from my exploration, I would be happy if I never saw that place again. I was really looking forward to a long sleep in a soft bed, and I still had to slog my way down the mountain. And that was assuming there was even a town waiting for me at the bottom. 

    A new sense of haste filled me at the thought. If there was no town, I would have to figure out a way to camp out for the night. All of my survival skills came from video games, and they wouldn’t translate very well in the real world. I couldn’t just touch a pile of sticks and light a fire, I would have to actually rub the sticks together for a while to get it going, if that was even possible. I had to find that sweet spot of getting as far down the mountain as quickly as possible without falling to my death and having to do it all over again. 

    How many reboots was it gonna take me? 

    This time, I created a new savepoint at the entrance to the catacombs as soon as I stepped out into the nice clear air. There wasn’t anything around me more intimidating than a big fat squirrel, so I didn’t feel any danger in using it as my fall-back point. I searched around the front of the catacombs for a different path than the one by the cliff, but there was only a sheer drop into the trees, so I went back to the original path I took and started to hike back down. 

    I was ready for the path to make its veering turn, but I couldn’t help looking over the edge where I had fallen to my earlier death. It really was a crazy descent, and I was lucky to have only smashed my head in the end. A quick death seemed better than being maimed or impaired to the point where I couldn’t focus on the respawn point. 

    After about five minutes of hiking from my previous death, I came across a little brook trickling out of the crack in the cliff, and I couldn’t help but lick my lips. 

    “There is nothing like the sound of running water to remind a guy of how thirsty he is,” I muttered as I looked at the stream. 

    The few survival games I had played always required me to collect rainwater to have enough to drink, but ARK: Survival Evolved didn’t have any parasites or bacteria in the water. Rocks acted like a kind of filter, if I remembered right, so it couldn’t be too dangerous to take a few sips, could it? 

    I scooped the cold liquid into my hands and had brought it up to my lips before I paused. Just because I couldn’t actually die didn’t mean I should sit around making really stupid mistakes. I let the water slip between my fingers with a sigh, and I focused on the little brook for a new savepoint. I really had nothing to lose by saving here. It wasn’t that far from the catacombs, and it would be a good spot to make a temporary camp if there wasn’t actually a town at the foot of the mountain. It wasn’t much past midday yet, but the more time I had to create a shelter or a fire, the more time I had to perfect the skill and do it faster the second time around. 

    After the savepoint was made, I drank until my stomach sloshed around when I moved. There was no way for me to carry any water with me, so I just splashed some of the water onto my face and down the back of my neck to cool off. The trees had kept me in the shade most of the time, but the weather was warmer than back home. It was probably early or late summer, and it was at the time of day when the heat was unbearable. 

    I decided to stop and take a bit of a rest beside the brook. I was not an overly athletic guy, and hiking was not a hobby of mine, although I didn’t mind taking a walk around the neighborhood or through the park after dinner sometimes. And I had never held a sword in my hand until today. My arms were sore from swinging the daggers and blocking and parrying and body-checking all those guys. I would have curled up and taken a nap if I wasn’t worried about some wild creature sneaking up on me while I slept. 

    When my breathing had finally returned to normal after my trek, I continued down the path. Every now and again I caught glimpses of wildlife besides squirrels and birds. Rabbits munched on greens a stone’s throw away from the path, and they scampered off when I got too close. I could hear the snuffling of some kind of wild boar, but I never actually saw the animal. If it was a male with big tusks, it was no loss there, and even a female with piglets could be pretty aggressive. There was a constant battering of a woodpecker, and I finally spotted him about ten minutes past the brook. A pair of does were in a small clearing just off the path to my right. They stared at me as they chewed their grass and walked away as casual as could be. I must not have been very intimidating in my bloodstained white button-up shirt and business slacks. 

    The journey down the mountain had been full of sudden drops, the twisting path, and more annoying insects that I ever wanted to deal with. It wasn’t like I had a can of bug spray in my pocket. The path was wider here, and I could see much further ahead. It curved gently to the right, and from the intensity of sunlight there, I assumed it opened up into the valley. When the ground started to even out, I could have jumped with joy.  

    I was about to put on a burst of speed when movement in the trees caught my eye. I immediately stepped off the path and ducked behind a thick tree.  

    The birds had stopped singing to one another, and some kind of grouse came tearing ass up the path past me. Whatever was in the trees up ahead was not even trying to stay quiet. It crashed through the foliage and kept making a strange yipping sort of sound. I would have thought it was a small dog if it didn’t sound so massive. 

    I poked my head out from behind my tree and caught a glimpse of the new threat. I blinked a few times and even rubbed my eyes because there was no way what I was seeing was actually real. Sure, I was in a world with a guy who claimed to be a sorcerer, but so far everything had been very normal.  

    What was coming through the trees was a creature that looked like the cross between a dog and a lizard, and thanks to hours of my life spent playing fantasy games, I immediately recognized it as a creature called a kobold. It stood on two legs and was probably about six inches shorter than I was. More of them started stomping through the undergrowth until an entire horde was making its way through the forest. Their scales caught the sunlight that filtered through the leaves. Most of them were earthy colors like shades of brown, green, and gray. There were a few dark blue scales mixed in, and one of the larger kobolds was dull orange. 

    I guessed that the five-feet tall little lizard men had a better sense of smell than me, but they were focused on something down the slope of the mountain in the direction they were marching. I counted at least twenty as they crashed onto the path and continued out of the forest, but I may have counted a few more than once.  

    I waited until the horde had disappeared down the path before I followed them. I walked on the balls of my feet and avoided anything that might have made noise if I stepped on it. I had no idea what they might have been so interested in, but as long as I kept out of sight, I could probably follow them and find out. 

    Kobolds were one of the easiest creatures to defeat in video games, since they were usually the lowest tier monster. These dudes didn’t look too impressive, but they carried shortswords and daggers and crossbows that could have some nasty-looking bolts. If the group was just four or five, I wouldn’t have a problem taking them on here and now, but twenty kobolds was going to be a challenge, especially since I still hadn’t figured out how magic actually worked in this world. An area-of-effect spell would have made short work of any group of enemies. 

    The horde was far enough away that they wouldn’t have heard me unless I shouted, but I was close enough to still hear their yipping. The cries became louder, and I thought they might have turned around and spotted me. But when I finally stepped out into the open of the valley, I saw that they were getting further away and they were yipping with excitement. 

    The town I was hoping for was a little over a mile in the distance. And the kobolds were headed straight for it. 
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    Chapter 3 

    I stood frozen to the spot and considered my options. I wanted to avoid danger, but the chances of there being another town in the opposite direction that I could reach by nightfall were pretty much zero.  

    I wasn’t afraid to camp out in the wilderness, especially with my new powers, but it still would have been nice to have a tent and some pots and pans to cook with. I’d have to get into town to get those, but since that meant going through the kobolds anyway to get into this town, I might as well stay at the inn that I guessed was there. 

    No matter what, it seemed like I was going to have to murder this small army of little reptile-dudes. 

    And probably die a whole bunch of times trying. 

    “Fuck me,” I groaned as I headed after the horde. 

    I had already taken several steps along the curving track after the kobolds when I remembered my last save point. It wasn’t too far up the mountain, but I would run the risk of getting caught by the main horde if I had to start over again. Where I was now I had the element of surprise, and I needed to use every advantage I could get my hands on. 

    The tingling in my fingers felt like courage creeping into every nerve, and I took a long breath as I counted their numbers again. 

    I could do this. 

    The kobolds were screaming like a bunch of sleep deprived toddlers, so I didn’t have much of a problem stepping right behind them as they broke clear of the forest and began to sprint across the mile or so of open farmlands toward the walls of the village. 

    The farmland between the forest and the village was made of a short golden wheat that came up to my waist. It would have been great camouflage for these kobolds if they had the intelligence to bend over and try to sneak, but these dumbasses were still screaming and raising their shitty swords, spears, and crossbows into the air as they sprinted forward, so I had no doubt that the guards at the distant city wall would totally know they were coming. 

    I trotted behind the horde as I tried to figure out my best method of attack. The majority at the back looked like crossbow-wielders, and if I could take them down before they could fire at me, I would at least be able to avoid becoming a human pincushion. 

    The tolling of a bell filled the air and drowned out the kobold’s yipping. The town must have finally realized they were in danger. 

    Two of the kobolds, a gray-scaled kobold and a brown-scaled one, had shorter legs than the rest and were lagging way behind the rest of the running horde. The brown one was closer, so I closed in and drove my dagger through its spine. 

    Its excited yipping quickly turned to a pained yelp, and as the gray one turned my way, I drew my sword.  

    I silenced any snarls with a slash to its throat. I noticed that its blood was a sickly greenish color, though it still had the same metallic scent as my own blood. 

    It gurgled for a moment before falling dead at my feet. 

    The pained sound of the first had drawn the attention of the rest of the horde. By the time I had taken care of the second kobold, I was staring into the eyes of a bunch of angry lizard-dog monsters. 

    And the ones closest to me already had their crossbows on me. 

    “Human pincushion,” I sighed a second before the triggers were pilled. 

    I crossed my arms in front of my face to protect myself from the bolts. 

    Chime. 

    I was back within the trees at my newest savepoint. Without even thinking, I must have summoned my power to prevent a particularly brutal death. Why hadn’t I done that before when I plummeted down the mountain? Maybe it was turning into a gut reaction, and the more I preemptively respawned, the easier it would become. 

    I realized I’d been standing around thinking for a few minutes, so I shook my head to clear my brain. I had to take out the horde before it could reach the town and fucked their shit up, so I stepped out of the trees once more and paused to listen. The only sound in the air was the excited yipping of the kobolds. 

    They hadn’t reached the town yet. 

    I tore ass out of the trees and aimed straight for the rear formation of kobolds. This time, I needed to take out all of their archers, and not just the two. If I could get my hands on one of the crossbows and a quiver, that would be a bonus. Anything to keep the bastards from turning me into a pincushion or just mauling me with their claws. 

    I drew my blades as I closed in on the horde, and I didn’t even check my speed when I reached the back line. As I shot past the brown and gray kobolds, I swung my blades out and sliced each across the arm. The two shrieked in pain, and I slammed into a blue-scaled crossbow kobold. We tumbled to the ground in a whirl of limbs, and its scales scraped against my cheek and left it raw, like some kind of super tough sandpaper. That explained the lack of shields and armor. Why would they need to lug that kind of stuff around when their scales were as tough as leather and as sharp as nails? 

    The archer I had tackled landed on top of me in the tumble, and he kicked the sword from my hand as it dug its claws into me.  

    I winced but retaliated by shoving my curved dagger into the kobold’s soft belly, and my blade sprayed greenish blood all over the place. As the blue kobold squealed in pain, I grabbed the crossbow slung around its back and shot a bolt at the gray kobold I had already slashed. My aim wasn’t perfect, but I got the beast in the injured arm, and it yelped as it staggered back. 

    Okay. I was doing pretty damn good for my second attempt. 

    I saw three kobolds running at me, so I hooked my forearm around the neck of the blue-dude on top of me. Then I curled my legs inward, pressed the bottoms of my feet against his chest, and then threw my arm away as I kicked out with all my strength. The kobold flew up away from me as if he’d been smacked by a mule’s hoof, and he collided with the other three lizard-men like a thrown bowling ball. They all screamed as they went down, and I jumped up to my feet with a wide smile on my face. 

    I lunged for the gray one I had shot earlier and silenced its pained whimpers with my dagger across its throat. Then I grabbed its dropped crossbow and shot at the next archer in the group, a green-scaled motherfucker that had turned around from the front of the crossbow line. 

    My aim was better this time, and I got the beast in the thigh. It staggered with a yelp and clawed at the gray kobold beside it as he tumbled away. They both hit the ground with a thud, a whole lot of snarling, and a spattering of green blood. 

    By now, the rest of the horde had turned to see what was happening at the back.  

    “Well, shit,” I sighed as all of the sword and dagger wielders forgot all about the walled town and charged me.  

    “Muerraggahhhhh!” The largest of the horde was a big orange brute, and it bellowed out some kind of command. The rest obeyed without a thought. 

    Now I knew which one was the brains of the operation. 

    A blue sword-wielding kobold came rushing from the newly organized line as I stepped toward the remaining crossbow lizards. Its attack was difficult to parry, and since I had lost my sword to that blue asshole, I now only had my curved dagger to defend myself with.  

    A second kobold rushed in on my unguarded left and slashed at me with his dagger, but I was too tied up parrying the blue dude with the sword to block, so his blade got me on the hip. 

    I snarled in pain and swung my dagger wildly to get them to back the fuck up. As they dodged, I shuffled away to put some distance between us, and I risked a glance to where I thought my sword was. Movement in the corner of my eye jerked my attention back up, and I just barely dodged an attack from a green kobold rushing in from the right. 

    A crossbow bolt whizzed past my head a little too close for comfort. I took to referring the crossbow-wielding kobolds as “bow-bolds”, and the four remaining beasts were lined up to my left, each one ready to fire a bolt in rapid succession. 

    I somehow managed to dart behind the green kobold that had just rushed me, and the poor thing was pierced by the bolts. 

    These weren’t the fast-firing crossbows of my world. These had to be drawn back with a foot and nocked each time before a bolt could be fired again. That gave me just enough time to rush the line of bow-bolds and do some serious damage. 

    The first didn’t even get a chance to yelp as I drove my dagger into its throat. The second parried my attack, and the third managed to shove a bolt into my thigh with its hands or paws or whatever. I slashed my dagger at it to get it away from me, and I could have sworn the motherfucker laughed. 

    I stabbed a green kobold through the eye and dodged an attack from one to my left. Another came up from behind and slashed across my uninjured thigh. I growled in pain and swung around blindly. The beasts easily stepped back, and I realized that I was surrounded. 

    “Okay,” I laughed. “I did wayyyy better this time. Cool.”  

    Chime. 

    My second attempt at killing the kobolds had gone surprisingly well, but I knew I could do better this time around, so I did some quick math as I ran toward the horde. If I had taken out six this last time and there really were twenty in the horde, I only had to do about seventy-percent better this time to defeat them all. 

    No pressure. 

    I went with the same tactic as the last try but instead of going to the right, I swung around and went for the bow-bold on the left side. I drew my dagger just a few strides before I came in contact and used my momentum to drive the blade home. I left it in the creature’s back and used the crossbow on the next bow-bold in the line. My aim was getting better with each shot I made, so this bolt sunk deep into the kobold’s neck, and it was dead before it even hit the ground. 

    Fuck, yeah. 

    I didn’t give the kobolds any time to react to my sudden presence. I leaped to my feet and slashed at a dark brown beast with my sword. The blade cut across the back of its thighs, and it let out a shriek of agony as it collapsed. 

    From there, the fight seemed to continue along the same thread as the previous attempt. The bow-bolds tried to shoot me, I used another as a shield, and then rushed the line. More of the creatures fell to my sword, but in the end, they surrounded me again and stabbed me through the back. 

    Dicks. 

    It didn’t seem to matter which tactic I used. If I came at them from behind, they always caught up to my attacks and eventually overwhelmed me. I managed to take out all of the bow-bolds in one attempt, but the remaining kobolds didn’t need the backup. They were just as handy with their swords and daggers and cut me down like a sapling in the forest. 

    Moving around them to make an attempt from the front seemed impossible. They had such a headstart on me that even if I ran full bore, they would reach the town before I could kill even one of them. Even if I tried to go around the horde, they would easily see me in all the open land. Trying to use the trees as cover would just slow me down. 

    But after a dozen or so tries from the rear, I had to give it a whirl. 

    My first attempt for the front ended exactly how I had predicted. I tried to run while ducking in the tall grass, but my sword kept knocking against the ground. The five nearest kobolds noticed me in a heartbeat and broke off from the main horde to attack me. I would have gotten away, but a bow-bold shot me through the calf and knocked me to the ground. The rest of the party pounced on me and tore into me with fangs and claws. 

    Dying really wasn’t a fun experience. 

    The second time around with this strategy, I let the horde reach the outskirts of the town. The tolling bell rang through the air and from the quivering of the kobolds, I knew that they were too intent on their target to notice or care what I was doing. I managed to use the bell tolls as cover for my banging sword, and I circled around to the front of the horde. 

    When I got closer to the town, I realized that there weren’t actually proper walls. The entrance was surrounded by a deep trench and a wall of sharpened logs that acted as a barrier. Neither would keep the kobolds out for very long since they could easily run around either side and enter the town from another location. 

    During my first few attempts at killing the kobolds, I had heard the distinct sound of metal on metal from the village, so I had guessed that someone in the town had been defending against the horde. A group of swordsmen would be a comfort at my side, but, unfortunately, nobody showed up now that the invading lizard-men were right at their doorstep. 

    I was going to have to fight alone. 

    I growled out my frustration as I broke away from my cover of tall grass. The closest kobold was in the middle of a taunting bark, and it turned into a strangled squeal as I slammed into it. My dagger pierced its stomach, and its scrabbling to knock me off only made the blood flow faster, so I yanked the blade out as fiercely as possible to give it a quick death. 

    The beasts on the far side of the horde hadn’t noticed me, but the ones nearest turned toward me with their teeth bared. One of the bow-bolds near the back shot in my direction but missed by a mile. Then a sword-wielding kobold charged and slashed at me wildly, but I dodged and then swung my dagger up at its chest. It dove back to avoid my attack and knocked itself and a companion down to the ground. 

    I pounced with both weapons drawn and snuffed out their lives like a pair of candles. 

    A gray kobold rushed me before I could remove my blades from my two victims. That mistake would have cost me my life if the attack hadn’t been blocked by a sword. The kobold seemed just as surprised as I was, and the sword-wielder used the pause to slide the blades apart and pierce the creature through the gut. 

    “Get up and fight!” a female voice roared at me, and the hand that pulled me to my feet was stronger than I would have guessed for a woman. “Or are you trying to get yourself killed?” 

    The woman was shorter than I was, but she was definitely built for battle. An iron helmet covered her head, and the hair that poked beneath the edges was black. The armor she wore was a combination of leather and iron. The leather seemed to act as padding for the plates over her torso, arms, and legs, and it protected the joints where the armor was too bulky to cover. The only bit of visible skin was her chin, and the tan there was the color of melted caramel. 

    She must have noticed me staring because the blue eyes beneath her helmet narrowed dangerously, but she didn’t say anything else. She just tore away from me, leaped at the nearest kobold, and slashed the head of the beast off with a practiced precision.  

    My gawking was cut short when the rest of the horde converged on us, and I quickly yanked my sword free of the kobold body and parried a spear thrust aimed at my chest. I tried to do the same sliding trick the woman had used, but my blade only jolted an inch or so toward my enemy. The kobold was giving me no ground, so I kicked it as hard as I could in the knee. It buckled, and the tension left the sword pressing against mine, so I was able to free my blade and rip it across his chest. 

    A bolt flew past my face and nearly took off my ear. When I saw the line of bow-bolds aiming at me, I snatched up my recent kill and ducked behind it. The hollow thunk of bolts hitting their mark was followed by the spray of blood as a few pierced right through the creature’s body. Some blood splashed against my lips and filled my mouth with the taste of mud and something metallic that was different from my own blood. 

    While the bow-bolds were reloading their weapons, I leaped up and lunged into their midst. Two of them fell like sacks of flour, and another managed to block my dagger with its crossbow. The blade sunk deep into the wood and was torn out of my grasp, so with my other hand I swung my sword in response and was rewarded with a spray of blood from a slashed throat. I retrieved my dagger and attempted a cool throw at the next bow-bold, but its curved blade didn’t really soar through the air so well, and it merely bounced off of the creature’s blue scales and tumbled into the grass. 

    That idea didn’t work, but I would learn from it. 

    The warrior woman had been grunting and growling as she took out her own enemies, but her shriek of pain tore through the air over the tolling of the bell and pierced me more painfully than any bolt from the crossbows. Two more kobolds fell to my sword as I tried to get to her side. 

    I reached her just in time to watch the big orange kobold bring his sword through her stomach. Her eyes widened in surprise and met with my own. There was a certain acceptance in her expression, but I could also see the fear of death take over just a second before the light finally faded. 

    This woman had saved my life at the expense of her own. And I didn’t even know her name. 

    “You fucking assholes!” I shouted as I rushed toward the big orange bastard. I had to leap over and weave around the bodies of the kobolds the woman had killed. She had been a much better swordsman than I was, and she had still died. 

    I knew I was going to reset this, but it still pissed me off that they’d killed her this round. 

    In my haste for revenge, I forgot that I hadn’t killed all of the bow-bolds, and a bolt pierced my spine just before I reached the orange brute. The impact and pain threw me off balance, and when I tried to bring my sword down, the orange kobold parried it easily. It made a quick adjustment and brought his own blade up, and the inferno of death engulfed me once more. 

    Chime. 

    “Fuck!” I shouted when I returned to the trees, and several birds shrieked in alarm and scattered into the air.  

    Going for the front was the best tactic I had tried so far. The woman was way better with a sword than I was, but I couldn’t stand the idea of her dying to make things easier for me. I had to figure out a way to get her to help me while still keeping her alive. Or I had to just kill all these assholes before she had a chance to come out and help me. 

    I broke away from the trees and made my way to the front of the horde as I had the last time. Instead of throwing myself at the side of the enemy, I slipped around to the side of the town where the trench began. When the kobolds were looking the other way, I darted from the tall grass and did a baseball slide into the ditch. I landed awkwardly on my sword’s sheath and held back the groan of pain. The kobolds probably couldn’t hear me over the tolling of the bell, but I wasn’t taking any chances. 

    I crawled through the trench until I reached the entrance of the town where the horde was waiting. I could hear their excited panting and the rustling of their scales against the empty scabbards at their sides. From down here, it sounded like there were fifty or a hundred of the beasts, and anyone in the town that couldn’t actually see the horde would be expecting the worst. 

    Was that why the woman was the only one that came to defend the town? 

    As if summoned by my thoughts, the woman appeared from within the town and strode confidently across the land-bridge to meet the horde. She looked even more impressive from that angle. The helmet she had worn last time was in her hand, and it let me see her face a little better. She had shorter black hair that just barely touched her shoulders. The light breeze in the air pulled it away from her face, and with the fierce look in her blue eyes, she looked every part the warrior that saved my life and risked her own. 

    She was absolutely beautiful. 

    The woman took a deep breath and put the helmet on without taking her eyes off of the horde. She knew she was going to die, but she was going out to fight them anyway. 

    What a fucking badass. 

    As she drew her blade, I scrambled out of the trench. My sudden appearance made her do a double-take, but she merely gave me a small nod before turning back to the kobolds. I drew my own sword and gripped it tightly. Having her at my side had a comforting effect, and I thought this might be the one to end it all. 

    The horde spread out before us like the defensive line of a football team. None of them actually stood on the path leading into the town, but they were split almost evenly down the middle, with twelve standing to the left, and eight to the right. The big orange one was practically two kobolds all on its own, so it made sense the others looked to it as their leader. 

    The crossbow-wielding kobolds made up the back end of the horde, and they were all readying their weapons when they saw us standing between them and the town. The rest drew their swords or daggers and snarled at the woman and me. 

    I tried to stay close to her, but it didn’t work very well at all. Although it made for some pretty epic kills when we worked together, we mostly just got in each other’s way. When she snapped at me to spread out, the orange kobold came up and shoved his sword into her back. I avenged her that time by slicing across the bastard’s face, but there were still too many remaining in the horde, and I fell to their attack. 

    Chime. 

    Just like with my attempts at the rear, it seemed that every attempt from the front was a failure. After several more attempts, I managed to defeat all of the kobolds, but the woman had died in the process, and I was bleeding all over the place from various wounds, so it didn’t feel like much of a victory. A man from the town had rushed to my side and called for someone named “Dora” before I blacked out and woke in the trees. 

    Chime. 

    I respawned fewer times than I had in the catacombs and at least I didn’t have to listen to a monologue each time like then. I only had to deal with the knowledge that my best chances were to take the horde out from the front and that the woman who fought at my side was going to die. 

    I tried so many times to find a way to fight without her. Flat out telling her not to fight earned me an angry glare from the proud warrior woman, and trying to defeat the horde before it reached the town always resulted in my quick death. And she always met the horde when it reached the town. Sometimes other men came out with farm tools and butcher knives, but she was the most capable fighter the town had, so they all ended up dying trying to defend the town. 

    It made no sense. She was clearly armed to protect the town, and it was large enough that she couldn’t have been the only defender. Had the others been killed in previous raids? The age of the wood on the buildings made me think it wasn’t a newly settled town, so it wasn’t like the townsfolk couldn’t have sent word out for guards before the attacks began. If the raids had been happening since the start of the settlement, the town wouldn’t still be standing. It would have been abandoned a long time ago. 

    I could let the woman die, of course. That would be the easiest way to victory, but I couldn’t have that weighing on my conscience. Killing the sorcerer’s men was one thing, since they were evil and trying to kill me. If I let the woman die, it would be like I was running my sword through her myself. 

    She was on my side, so I couldn’t just let her die. 

    But trying to save her life was really fucking hard. Every attempt I made resulted in her death. It didn’t matter if I tried to get the horde to chase me, or if I came from the left or right, or if I set fire to the tall grass around the town. Either the horde would just turn around and slaughter me, and I had to start all over again, or the woman joined the fight and she died. 

    In one particularly low moment, I tried to return to my savepoint just outside of the catacombs. There must have been another route down the mountain that would bring me closer to the town than where the horde came from. But my powers must not work like that because whenever I focused on returning to my savepoint, it always brought me to the trees behind the kobolds, even if I concentrated on the entrance to the catacombs or the little brook. Even spawning at the stone dais would have been a comfort if it meant I could get to the town sooner and somehow save the woman. 

    “It can’t just end like this!” I shouted as I pulled at my hair. 

    I didn’t even know her name, and yet I just couldn’t imagine walking into the town victorious without her there. My goal was to save the town, and she was part of it. 

    “I don’t care if it takes me a thousand tries,” I growled. 

    I was going to save that amazing warrior woman, too. 

    I respawned again to the trees and took a deep breath. Then I ran after the horde and circled around to the trench again. This time I didn’t wait for the woman to appear before scrambling out in front of the town. I knew she would show up. 

    She always did. 

    The kobolds grew more excited when they realized I was going to stand and fight them. The bow-bolds ducked down in the back, and the front line came rushing forward.  

    “Let’s go, you dumb fucks,” I growled. Then I met their attack in the middle and sliced through a gray kobold on the right and a greenish one on the left. One of the large brown ones came at me like a raging bull, and I drove both of my blades through him. I fell with him and used the impact to dig deeper into his flesh. 

    Another brown kobold came at me, and I remembered the woman blocking with her sword when I had used both of my blades.  

    She was just behind me with her weapon at the ready, so I spun around and snatched it away from her before she could enter the battle. The surprised look on her face made me grin. 

    “Thanks!” I said to her as I easily parried the kobold’s attack. “I kind of lost my sword in that guy and needed a new one.” 

    Her mouth dropped open slightly, and although I would have loved to just stand there and stare at her adorably confused face, I had a horde of kobolds to annihilate. 

    I cut through the brown kobold like he was made of water, and I concluded that her sword must have been at one-hundred-percent durability. 

    It was right then and there that I realized I could do this. I could save the town by killing all of the kobolds, and I could keep her alive. She had no weapon of her own at this point, and if I grabbed my sword from the other kobold, she would be left with only a dagger if she chose to take mine from the body of the kobold. I had only seen her use the sword, but I imagined that a dagger would be no problem for her. But it wasn’t the best weapon to use in the face of a large horde. 

    I had found the key for the lock. Now I just had to figure out which way to turn it. 

    If I could learn to wield a sword in each hand, even without any real skill, I could save the town and the woman. The key was being able to parry an attack with one hand while killing with the other. That had been too tricky with a dagger, but with two swords, it was possible. 

    I had all the time in the world to learn and study the movements of the kobolds now that I had decided on my tactics. 

    I died a dozen more times, but I discovered that it was always a gray and green one on each side that I took out first, and the big brown one would always come charging at me after that. 

    I died another dozen times. Or maybe it was a hundred. Or maybe a thousand. I didn’t care. The shocked look on the woman’s face was always worth taking the sword from her, and I smiled at her each time I knew I was saving her life. She didn’t care too much for the time I told her that a beautiful woman like her shouldn’t be fighting, and the pain that blossomed in my face after she decked me told me she probably broke my nose.  

    I kept my joking light hearted after that and always got the adorable confusion and the gaped open mouth for my effort. 

    I fought a thousand mini-wars. 

    I learned, and I got better, and before long, I was easily cutting through these kobolds. It helped that I pretty much knew what they were going to do before they did it, but I also got better at holding my swords, and twisting my hips to deliver the strongest possible blow. Eventually, I was cutting through their masses like an angel of death, and I knew there was only going to be a few more tries before I’d killed all of them myself. 

    I got in front of the horde once again and took a deep breath before I drew my two weapons. I could feel that this time was different from the others. It was going to be my final attempt at taking down the horde, and this time, I was going to win. 

    I rushed forward before the kobolds recovered from my sudden appearance and took down the gray and green ones easily. The big brown bull rushed forward, and I buried my sword into his gut right to the hilt, like a perfect sheath. Then I turned and snatched the sword from the woman and gave her what I hoped was a confident grin. 

    “I’m so glad you’re here,” I said as I parried the oncoming brown kobold, and her eyes widened. “You don’t need to worry anymore. I’m going to take care of everything.” 

    And I just knew that I was right. 

    I shoved the brown kobold back and drew my sword from the big bull’s body. If I had a bit more skill, I would have spun the blades around all epic-like how they do in action movies. But I had tried that in one of my previous attempts, dropped the thing, and gotten my ass murdered, so I just tried to look like a badass by killing every single kobold without being too flashy. 

    The brown one fell to a follow-up slash with the woman’s sword. Then the speedy green kobold tried to get under my defenses, but I had already learned to keep my openings tight. I feinted, and as it tried to sneak in closer, I sliced its head open like a watermelon with the woman’s sword. I dropped my sword and grabbed its body to use as a shield against the brown bow-bold that tried to take me out from the left. The astonished look on its face paired well with the tip of my sword going through the middle of its forehead. I picked up my sword again and faced my next opponent. 

    A pair of green kobolds tried coming at me from opposite sides, but I knew they were coming. I let them get close enough to see the excitement in their eyes before I dropped to one knee and swung the swords at them. Her sword sliced through the meat and muscle of the left one’s leg. My sword cut a deep gash, but it wasn’t as satisfying. I pulled my leg up and shot backward just a second before the two smashed into one another. They yelped and shrieked as they clawed one another in their tumble, and I silenced them with a blade each to the chest. 

    I easily dodged the bolts from a pair of bow-bolds standing behind me because I knew they were coming, and then I danced around a third bolt fired at me. I rapidly closed the distance, and the first two bow-bolds screamed in panic as they tried to reload. 

    “Too slowwww!” I sang as I swung my swords out and took both their heads out, and then I kicked the skull of the asshole on the right so that his head David Beckhamed into the face of an oncoming lizard-man.  

    While that dude was distracted, I swung both blades together at the fourth kobold, and it died with a piercing shriek that was drowned out by the tolling of the town’s bell. 

    I was already halfway through the horde, and I made it look so easy. 

    I cut through a pale brown kobold with the woman’s sword on my way to finishing off the three remaining bow-bolds. They saw me coming and loosed their bolts at me at the same time, but I knew they were going to do that since they had done it a dozen times already. I used the pale one’s body as a shield, and then slapped the other two bolts out of the air with my sword like I was swatting flies. Then I tossed the body I’d used as a shield aside, pounced on the nearest bow-bold, and jammed my sword into his ribs.  

    I swung her sword at the other two and managed to slice off the gray one’s arm. While it shrieked, I used my foot to yank my sword out of the first body, and then I continued the momentum to spin around. I silenced the one-armed kobold and drove the sword in my left hand through the final bow-bold’s stomach. 

    Now I didn’t have to worry about getting a bolt stuck in my leg. 

    A bellowing green kobold rushed me while trying to use a one-handed sword with two hands. Its face was twisted in pain, and I could only assume I had just killed its mate or child or whatever. The rage made it a little bit harder to kill, but I had already done this a dozen times before, so after a few parries back and forth, it left itself wide open for my sword to tear its stomach open. Greenish blood seeped into the ground and splashed new color onto the golden stalks of the plains, and then my follow up stab ended its life. 

    Another brown bull came at me with its head down while my sword was stuck in the skull of the angry green one. This brown asshole had knocked me down and killed me once before, but if it thought it was going to get the drop on me again, it was about to be surprised.  

    It let out a triumphant howl and, just before it could knock me over, I twisted and dropped the green one into its path. There was no time for it to correct its movement, and it tripped over its companion. 

    “Ole!” I shouted all Spanish-bullfigher-ish as it fell, and then the woman’s sword ended its life quickly and with a satisfying squelching sound. 

    The next two kobolds were dealt with in rapid succession. They came at me as one but weren’t very coordinated. The darker one was younger than the other, and that made it too eager. It swung its sword at me, and I just stepped to the side to avoid it. 

    As the young kobold went hurtling past me, I lunged for the older one. I easily parried the slash at my face, and I tore the woman’s sword across its unguarded stomach. All of the older asshole’s guts spilled out like a turned over bowl of pasta, and it let out a dying scream as the young kobold came rushing back into the fight.  

    “Too late to save your friend,” I taunted as I flicked my left wrist, shifted the sword in my hand, and impaled the little devil’s chest right to the hilt of my blade. 

    The final kobold was always the big orange brute. It was always at the corner of my eye, but it had never jumped into the fray to try to save its companions.  

    A final showdown between us was just fine by me.  

    I had watched it kill the woman so many times that I felt like I was avenging her all over again, even though she was still alive and had no idea how many times she’d tried to save my life, I’d tried to save her life, and we’d both died. 

    The orange brute was walking backward with a taunting sneer on its face. I knew it wasn’t actually trying to run away completely because it had done this a few times before. 

    I followed the kobold to the back of the group and shoved my original sword into the last body I passed. Using the two swords worked when I needed to keep both sides covered from multiple attacks. With just one enemy, I only had to watch wherever it was, and besides, there was a certain poetry to using her sword for the final battle. The woman wasn’t dead in this attempt, nor in any of the most recent tries, but I still felt the need to avenge her death from the times before that. 

    Plus her sword was way better than mine, and I could use all the help I could get. 

    I was kind of hoping that the orange kobold would lift his hand and motion me forward like in all the epic last-battles from the cool movies. But it just stood there and readied itself for the fight.  

    So disappointing. 

    It lunged at me, and I just barely managed to block the heavy overhead sword blow. I gritted my teeth and tried to throw it back, but it was like trying to move a mountain because its hind claws were extended into the ground to help anchor it into place. 

    I guess I had to remove the anchor. 

    I released some of the tension in my sword so that the kobold’s blade slid closer to me. Triumph glittered in the beast’s eyes for a second before turning to surprise as I ducked down. I pulled my sword with me, and the kobold staggered forward. As the left claws retracted, I thrust the blade along the ankle. The metal scraped against bone, and I felt a strange release of tension like I had cut a string. The kobold shrieked above me and lifted its left leg up with its claws extended to slash through my eyes. 

    I rolled backward out of the way and used the momentum to spring up to my feet. The kobold was leaning most of its weight onto its right side, so I sprang forward and clashed swords with it again, and because of the injury, the kobold couldn’t hold its ground against me. I pushed it in a circle, and its snarl of pain told me its endurance was quickly fading. 

    I was going to win. 

    I leaped back for a second before I lunged in again. I feinted to the injured left side before I dragged the sword along the exposed right thigh. The kobold shrieked and staggered back again, but I followed and easily parried its weak attack. It tried to keep some distance between us, but I continued to bear down on it while parrying its pathetic attempts at defense. 

    My blows became too much for it in the end, and its legs collapsed out from beneath it. The kobold let out a begging sort of simper just before I plunged the woman’s sword deep into its chest. Then I put all of my weight down on the hilt until the creature’s head lolled forward in death. 

    I withdrew the woman’s sword from the kobold’s body and looked around at my accomplishment. The tall grass was trampled on either side of the faint path and was drenched with the greenish blood from all the kobolds. I gave myself a quick once over to check for injuries. My left sleeve had been torn open and a small scrape welled with blood, but that was the worst I had to endure. Compared to the twenty lifeless bodies around me, I was lucky. 

    I’d won. 

    Fucking finally. 

    I turned toward the town and retrieved my sword from the body I had left it in. Both blades were covered in the greenish ooze and would need proper cleaning. For now, I merely wiped my sword on the grass and then shoved it into its sheath. Then I made my way back to the first brown bull, pulled my dagger free of its stomach, cleaned it, and then put it away. 

    “Time to smooze,” I said as I made a new savepoint before I headed toward the woman. 

    She still stood on the land-bridge and looked around the battlefield with an expression that was equal parts amazement and horror. Her eyes finally came to rest on me, and I could see the questions spinning in her brain. 

    “This belongs to you.” I handed her sword to her before she could open her mouth. 

    “Uhhh… How… Did… What?” She hesitated before she took it from me, and even then, seemed to regard the weapon like it was something she had never seen before.  

    “I would have cleaned it before I gave it back,” I laughed, “but I don’t have anything to clean it with properly.” 

    I was hoping for a laugh or something, but when she finally dragged her eyes away from her blood-stained blade, she simply gaped at me. 

    As I opened my mouth to ask her name, a cry of relief filled the air. I barely noticed the bell had stopped tolling since there had been too much death and angry kobolds around me to pay any attention to distant sounds, but I looked back to the town and saw that the citizens were surging out onto the land bridge between the two trenches, and they eventually surrounded the woman and I. Over a dozen hands reached out to me and dragged me toward the town. It seemed like a thousand hands were coming from all directions to try to tug or touch me. 

    The townspeople were shouting over one another in a confusing mass of voices. 

    “That was incredible!” someone shouted. 

    “You’ve saved us, you’ve saved us!” a woman cried. 

    “What if the kobolds return? What if this only makes them angrier?” 

    I tried to pinpoint the worried voice, but there were just so many people around me, and I could barely hear myself think over all the noise. 

    “Don’t just stand there!” Someone nudged me from behind. “Come in, come in!” 

    “Hey, wait, what?” I had no choice but to stumble along as the hands continued to shove or pull me. 

    I was dragged in front of a muscular man with auburn hair and a neatly trimmed beard. He wore an iron chestplate, but was only wearing one vambrace over his left arm, so I had to guess that he had been in the middle of suiting up when I swooped in and saved everyone. He wore a wide smile on his face, but as the townspeople pulled their hands away from me, he gave a hesitant glance out to where the piles of kobold corpses were, so I guessed that he was either still worried about them attacking again, or he was worried about me. 

    Maybe both. 

    “You have come at the most opportune moment, my friend,” he said as he shook my hand. His voice was deep but filled with exhaustion. “I am Elrin, the lead miner of the town of Addington.” 

    “And our leader!” someone chimed in from the back. 

    I expected that this should have been met with laughter or some humble nonsense from the man himself, but it was met with tension-filled silence. 

    “When we saw the kobolds coming, I thought it would finally be the end of our town, and our lives,” Elrin said with an air of defeat. “And then you appeared out of nowhere and slaughtered them all single handedly. Amazing!” 

    There was a burst of applause, but it didn’t last long nor was it accompanied by any cheering. 

    “How did you do it?” Elrin asked. “You barely have a scratch on you. I’ve never seen anyone fight as you do.” 

    “I guess I’m just lucky,” I said with a shrug, and was met with total silence. 

    It was like I had suddenly returned to the catacombs. The silence was absolutely deafening, and I could tell from frightened and angry looks in their eyes that not a single person believed a word I said. They must have thought I was a demon or a warlock or something bad, and that didn’t bode well for me. 

    I wasn’t about to wait for the accusations and the stone-throwing. After two intense battles almost back-to-back, I was tired of fighting. I let out a deep sigh and concentrated on the most recent savepoint I had created.  

    Chime. 

    The ice flowed in my veins, and the woman was standing before me looking astonished again and her sword was still in my hand. 

    “I believe this is yours,” I said as I handed the sword back to her. As before, she looked at it in wonder. “It saved my life more than once out there. Thank you.” 

    She turned her face up to me, and I had to resist the urge to kiss her on the cheek. The questions were swimming in her eyes, but I still remembered the one attempt where she had busted my nose. I would get my chance to kiss those full lips of hers, I just knew it. 

    The crowd surged forward as I entered the town and I was once again accosted and dragged before Elrin. The man introduced himself the same way and looked just as haggard as before. 

    “How did you do it?” Elrin asked. “You barely have a scratch on you.” 

    Humility had been the wrong answer. The truth seemed like a worse option, but the poor town looked like it could use some good news. 

    “It’s kind of a long story,” I said. 

    “A long story?” he asked as his eyes narrowed. 

    I shook my head as I thought about all that had happened since I had been summoned to this world. It felt like it had been a thousand lifetimes ago, but the sun overhead said it had only been a few hours, tops. 

    “I was summoned in the Great Catacombs by a sorcerer named Raijin Thornheart.” I certainly had their attention now. “I am the God of Time, and I have come to champion this world.”
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    Chapter 4 

    The stares of the townsfolk cut right through me. I figured that walking in and announcing I was the God of Time would make them all laugh at me. The sorcerer hadn’t been all that impressed the first time he had summoned me. Then again, these people had just watched me annihilate an entire horde of vicious kobolds as easily as if I was taking a stroll through a quiet forest. 

    I was so glad they didn’t remember all the times I had been killed. 

    “Th-The God of Time?” Elrin stammered, and his drawn face was now completely drained of blood. “You’re the God of Time?” 

    If he fainted, I was going to have to figure out another way to spill the beans. These people would never let me stay if my first act as God was to make their leader pass out. 

    Or maybe that would just add to my awesomeness as a God. I didn’t really know what was going to happen, but if I didn’t like the results, I could just do it over. 

    And over. And over. Until I got what I wanted out of everything. 

    “Uhh, yeah, that’s me,” I said with a grin. He swayed like a tree in a hurricane, so I sprang forward and grabbed his elbow. “Look, why don’t you sit down and take a few breaths. I didn’t mean to freak you out or anything.” 

    “No, no, I’m… I can’t believe this is real.” His voice was barely above a whisper. 

    “Yeah, me, either,” I snickered under my breath so that no one could hear me. 

    A burly man with part of his eyebrow missing came forward with a log that had been stripped of its bark. He rested the makeshift stool on the ground and helped me lower Elrin to sit. Then the burly man gave me a small bow before stepping back into the crowd. 

    Oh shit, I wasn’t going to have people being all formal with me now, was I? Manners and niceties were one thing, but if people were going to start bowing and calling me “Great One” as I walked past them in the street, I was going to lose my mind. 

    “My name is Sebastian.” I turned and smiled at everyone, but then I realized that I might actually be covered in gore. I looked down, and saw that my work dress shirt just had a few angry red splotches, probably because I’d gotten so good at murdering these kobolds. “You don’t have to call me the God of Time or anything like that. I actually prefer to be called Bash.” 

    The townsfolk muttered amongst themselves again. It might have been a bit much asking them to call me by a nickname straight out of the gate. If some badass god came up to me and said the same thing, I probably would have given him the same look they were giving me. A few of them even shook their heads. 

    Maybe I should start this over? I considered it, but then I decided to just ride this life out for a few more minutes and see how it went. 

    “If that is what you wish, then that is what we shall do. Welcome, Sebastian.” Elrin was still looking like a man half-dead, but his handshake was as firm as it had been before. “Will somebody please fetch my daughter?” 

    “I’m here, Daddy,” came an immediate response. 

    The young woman that came dancing out of the crowd made me do a double-take. She wasn’t short, exactly, but her petite frame made her look like she was less than half my size. Her hair was a fiery shade of red, and it cascaded down her back in natural waves. The dress she wore was a sunny-yellow color and complimented her hair very well. She locked her stunning green eyes on mine and gave me a to-die-for smile that made the smattering of freckles on her face dance. 

    “Sebastian, God of Time, I would like you to meet my daughter, Elissa.” There was a stubborn frown on Elrin’s face as he regarded the girl. “Elissa, this is--” 

    “I know, Daddy,” Elissa interrupted, and she stepped forward and offered her hand. “I am Elissa Addington, daughter of Elrin Addington. It is a pleasure to meet you, Sebastian, God of Time.” 

    I grinned and fought back the urge to properly drink in the rest of her appearance. With her father standing right there, I probably couldn’t get away with it, so I just took the hand Elissa offered and shook it. 

    “The pleasure is all mine, Elissa,” I said. 

    The young woman arched one of her perfect eyebrows and glanced down at our joined hands before piercing me with a long look. 

    Oh shit, I guessed that people didn’t shake hands? Or maybe I was reading the situation wrong. It probably didn’t matter much, since I could just restart the whole thing. 

    Maybe I could get a bit risky then. 

    I carefully twisted her hand around so the back faced upward, brought the hand up to my lips, and then locked eyes with her as I placed a soft kiss to the back of it. 

    The giggle that earned me was as sweet as honey, and I felt no urge to retry this attempt. 

    “I saw you fighting out there,” Elissa cooed, and she slid her fingers along mine at an agonizing pace as she held my gaze. “I’ve never seen anything so incredible in my entire life. You easily slayed all of those beasts!” 

    “You shouldn’t have been here at all,” Elrin growled at her. “I told you to stay in the house.” 

    He was one of those fathers, and I was definitely glad I hadn’t checked Elissa out too thoroughly. 

    “I waited until the bell stopped ringing,” she replied with a shrug. Her father’s ire didn’t seem to faze her one bit. “I figured it was safe, and I wanted to make sure nothing happened to you.” 

    Whatever anger Elrin had felt up until that point drained from the man’s face, and he looked at his daughter with absolute adoration. 

    Elissa winked at me when she caught me staring. She totally had him wrapped around her finger. 

    Oh boy, I was in for it with this one. 

    “I still wish you had waited,” Elrin said as he reached up to brush Elissa’s cheek like she was a porcelain doll. “I can’t stand the thought of anything happening to you.” 

    Elissa rolled her eyes. This was clearly a conversation that happened all the time. 

    “I don’t mean to interrupt, but I could really use a hot bath.” I gestured to my white button-up shirt that looked like a botched attempt at tie-dye. 

    An uneasy wave of laughter rolled through the crowd. They didn’t expect the God of Time to enjoy being covered in blood, did they? This world was even crazier than I had thought if so. 

    “Alright, let’s get back to work, everyone!” A short, plump woman cut through the crowd like Moses splitting the sea, and she clapped her hands with every other step. “Sebastian doesn’t need us all gawking at him like this! We have to clean up his handiwork and return order to the town.” 

    The crowd slowly dissipated, and anyone that grumbled for too long was practically chased away by the plump woman. She was so much shorter than most of the people that it was comical when the burly men rushed off with fear in their eyes. Only a few people were brave enough to linger, but they kept their distance from the mama bear. 

    “I am Torya Szandor,” the plump woman said as she stepped forward. She offered her hand in the “handshake” pose, so I knew she wasn’t expecting the royal treatment like Elissa. “I’m the innkeeper, and I would be honored to have you stay in one of my rooms.” 

    She could have told me she was the Queen of the World, and I wouldn’t have been surprised. 

    “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Miss Torya--” I said. 

    “Nope! None of that ‘Miss’ nonsense! You are a god, after all! Just call me Torya, and we’ll get along just fine.” She crossed her arms as if daring me to contradict her. 

    I wasn’t gonna take the bait. “Torya, got it.” 

    She grinned and stepped back, and the burly man who had brought Elrin the stool took her place. He wore a shirt that either had the sleeves rolled up all the way or just didn’t have sleeves at all, but it was hard to tell. A long black apron covered him all the way down to his knees where a pair of very worn trousers took over. They were only visible for an inch or so before disappearing into a pair of heavy leather boots. 

    The burly man nearly broke my hand when we shook, and I did my best not to let any discomfort show on my face. His palm was slimy with sweat and soot, and he reeked of smoke and forged metal. 

    “Th’name’s Jaxtom, but you can call me Jax, God of Time.” His voice was deep and growly like two rocks being rubbed together. “Can I see your sword?” 

    There was no arguing with a man like Jax. I handed the blade over, and he ran his hand down the length of the steel. The blood didn’t seem to bother him, and he didn’t even wipe it off after he finished touching it. He then placed a finger where the hilt met the steel and tried to keep the sword balanced. It swayed slightly back and forth, and the man clicked his tongue. 

    “This is terrible,” he growled as he handed the sword back to me. “I’ll be gettin’ you a blade you can be proud of.” 

    “You’re a weapon-smith?” I asked. If I could get a sword like the woman’s, I would jump at the chance. 

    “Blacksmith,” he corrected. “Swords, shields, farm tools, horseshoes. You name it, I can make it.” 

    My heart soared at the opportunity that was thrown into my lap. Not only could I get a better sword than the terrible sixty-two-percent durability, I could deck myself out in a full suit of armor and a full-body shield that would make me even more of a badass. 

    I almost asked him if he would make a custom chestplate, but I held onto that thought for now. This wasn’t the time and place to try bartering for fancy gear. 

    But I added it to my growing mental list of things I wanted before I faced my next foe. 

    “C’mon now, Caelia, don’t be shy!” Torya dragged a diminutive woman to stand before me. “Go on, dearest, introduce yourself!” 

    The woman looked to be about my age, but she couldn’t look me in the eye for too long. Her brown hair was worn in a long braid, and when the sun hit it just right, there seemed to be streaks of blonde weaving through it. She had a much darker complexion than most of the other people here, and her cheeks turned even darker with what I assumed was a blush. The pale green dress she wore was modest compared to the other women, with a high-collared neck and long sleeves, even in the heat. 

    “H-Hello, Sebastian,” she stammered as she smiled at me. I smiled back, and she let out a little squeak. “I-I-It’s nice to meet you.” 

    I reached for her hand and kissed the back of it as I had with Elissa’s. Her eyes finally met mine, and her face turned even darker. “The pleasure is all mine, Caelia.” 

    Her lips quivered with some unsaid words as she stared at me for a moment. She then pulled her hand gracefully out from mine, and she ducked back behind Torya again. 

    She was fucking adorable. 

    My shirt jerked as someone tugged on it, and I turned my attention to my torn sleeve. A blonde woman in a very fashionable lavender dress was standing there with my arm up to her eye level. I thought she was inspecting my wound, but when her fingers tugged at the cuff on my wrist, I knew she was more interested in the actual shirt than the bloody scrape. 

    “Well, no wonder you got injured, Great One,” she said as she shook her head. Her dark eyes met mine, and she smirked. “This flimsy thing could be ripped to shreds by a toddler and a rock.” 

    “You don’t happen to have a toddler and a rock, do you?” I laughed. 

    “Maybe I do, maybe I don’t,” she replied with a mischievous look in her eyes. “Doubt you’d want to find out, though.” 

    “Not really, no,” I answered. 

    She inspected the shirt and my trousers for a few more seconds before snapping her fingers at me. “Take it off and I’ll make you something befitting one of your title.” 

    I blinked at her. “Take it off? All of it?” 

    “Just the shirt for now,” she replied as she glanced in Caelia’s direction. “It’s hardly appropriate to have you walking around in your undergarments.” 

    “I don’t really mind,” I said with a shrug. Torya and the shirt-woman both chuckled as I carefully slipped out of the garment. I hissed as it dragged across the wound on my arm but handed it over without a fuss. “Thank you for this, Miss…” 

    “Bellona Uriel at your service, Great One.” She gave a very ladylike curtsey and then smirked up at me. “But not all of your services. I am happily married, I’ll have you know.” 

    I laughed along with nearly everyone in the crowd. She was certainly an attractive woman, and her forward personality was easy to get along with. Her hair was a golden-blonde color, and she had very pale skin that brought to mind the Snow White fairytale my mother used to read to me when I was little. If she had fallen under a sleeping spell, I totally would have given her true love’s kiss to wake her. 

    “How do we even know if this guy is who he says he is?” a loud voice cut across the laughter. We all turned toward a muscular dude with his arms crossed and a dark scowl aimed at me. “He could just be playing us for a bunch of idiots.” 

    “Oh, shut up, Stryker,” Jax growled as he rounded on the other man. “You saw him out there! He’s nothin’ short of a miracle, and if he says he’s the God o’ Time, I believe him!” 

    The others nodded in agreement which only seemed to make Stryker angrier than he already was. He didn’t have any sort of comeback and just spat on the ground before stomping off. 

    “Ehh, don’t mind Stryker, Sebastian,” Jax said as he laid a heavy hand on my shoulder. 

    “Someone must have peed in his ale,” Torya said, and then she shook her head. “Again.” 

    I choked on my laughter and did my best to play it off as a cough. From the smirks on Torya’s and Bellona’s faces, I did a poor job of it. 

    “Right!” Torya exclaimed with another loud clap of her hands. “Why don’t you get to measuring Sebastian’s shirt, Bellona, while I draw the Great One a nice hot bath. And Jax? Could you see if Dora is available to take a look at his cut?” 

    Bellona and the blacksmith nodded at their orders before heading off in opposite directions. Caelia muttered some kind of dismissal and took off after Bellona, but Caelia only made it a few steps before she glanced back at me, and I smiled and waved at her. She rewarded me with another adorably wide-eyed expression and a deep blush. 

    “All the girls are gonna be sweet on ya,” Torya snickered and shoved me further into the town. “The inn’s this way.” 

    “Sebastian!” Elrin called after us. He rose to his feet as I turned around, and Elissa grabbed his elbow to steady him. “I would like to invite you to dinner tonight.” 

    “Oh, yes! You must come!” Elissa’s vibrant eyes met mine, and she lowered her eyelids with a sultry smile. “You will come, won’t you?” 

    Was that a double-entendre I heard, or was I just hoping it was there? 

    “Uhh, yeah, sure, I’ll be there,” I blurted out. My brain was a puddle of goo from the pheromones Elissa was hurling my way. “Which house is yours?” 

    “I’ll send for you at the inn,” Elrin answered with a wave of his hand. “Come, Elissa. We have much to prepare.” 

    The young woman curled her fingers around her father’s arm and shot me another dazzling smile. “I can’t wait to see you again, Sebastian.” 

    That made two of us. 

    The town had more buildings than people, and as I walked through with Torya, I discovered why there were so few defenders protecting everyone against the kobolds. For every building that was bustling with activity, there were three that were either completely boarded up or damaged beyond repair. Near the western exit of the town, one of the homes was just a pile of charred rubble. 

    If the buildings told their sad story with their broken windows, it was nothing compared to the people. Nearly everyone we passed had the same haggard expression that Elrin had when I first stood before him. Their eyes would light up when they saw me, but the flickering hope was just moments away from being snuffed out entirely. 

    When Jax had called me a miracle, he wasn’t kidding. 

    “What happened here?” I asked Torya as we passed another dilapidated building. “Did the kobolds do this?” 

    “Some.” She spat the word like it was a vile taste in her mouth. “Them and worse started showing up about a month ago. We were caught unawares during the first attack and lost over a dozen good men.” 

    There was a haunted look in her eyes, and I had to wonder if she was reliving that first attack all over again. I couldn’t think of anything to say that might comfort her, and even if with my power of infinite reboots and all the time in the world, I don’t think I could have come up with anything that wouldn’t sound completely shallow. 

    “You have come at the best time, Great One,” she continued before I could come up with anything. She glanced at me out from the corner of her eye, and her lips quirked up and helped wash away the haunted look. “We needed a healthy dose of hope, and you’re a whole year’s supply worth.” 

    “That’s me,” I said as I scratched the back of my head. If I wasn’t careful, my ego was going to make my head explode. “I know I can’t change the past, but if I can keep anything else from happening, I will.” 

    Torya reached up and patted my cheek. “That’s all we could ever ask for. Thank you.” 

    The inn was less than a five-minute walk from where Elrin had gathered the townsfolk to greet me, but it felt like every step lasted a lifetime. Each destroyed building I saw placed a heaviness on my shoulders that only added to the weight of the two epic battles I had just fought. I had been summoned to this world to protect these people and others like them. If I was supposed to fix every town I came across and return them to their former glory, while also destroying every bad guy I came across, I was going to be making mistakes at every turn. 

    Good thing I could just rewrite my own history until I got it right. 

    “Here we are,” the brunette innkeeper announced as we reached her inn. She threw her arms out toward the building with pride on her face. “Home sweet home for the foreseeable future.” 

    The two-story building was easily one of the oldest buildings I had seen so far. The wood was darkened by weather and yet looked like it could have withstood a tornado trying to rip it from the ground. The inn was like a physical representation of its master. Both were a great comfort to those around them, and only the most extreme circumstances could shake them to their core. 

    Torya led me through the entryway and toward a set of stairs leading to the second floor. A doorway led off from the back of the main room to what I could only assume was the kitchen, and the scent of freshly baked bread was hanging in the room. There was another door just past the foot of the stairs, but it was locked, so I could only fantasize about what might lay beyond it. There wasn’t anybody at any of the tables scattered around the main room, probably because they were dragged out to clean up the bodies of the kobolds. 

    A twinge of guilt stabbed through my gut. I should have been out there helping to clean up after myself rather than relaxing in a nice hot bath, but then again, it seemed like these people needed someone to believe in, so I quickly overcame my negative feelings and grinned.  

    People don’t want a walking God to do his own laundry. They want him to kick ass, protect them, and have sex with all the hot women. I needed to give these people what they wanted. 

    My room was the first on the left after the landing. The furnishings were minimal with just a bed, a large tub at the rear, and a small desk with a chair. There was a trunk at the foot of the bed, probably for putting clothes or gear into, and a fire was already roaring in the small fireplace. The room smelled mostly of the smoke from the fire, but at least it didn’t smell like the last guy who must have slept here. 

    “We are one of the few inns with hot water plumbing,” Torya said as she turned the faucet knobs of the tub and tested the water. “It comes up from the spring the inn was built over. I’ll be right back with some clean linens for the bed and a change of clothes for you. My oldest boy was about your size, so his things might serve you well until Bellona is finished.” 

    “Thank you,” I said with a smile. I could only assume by her words that she had lost her son in a battle for the town, but I figured I’d eventually find out. 

    I crossed the room and opened the window just behind the large tub. The town was laid out before me in an organized pattern, and I could see the damaged buildings better from this height. They drew the eye like a bunch of boils on a man’s face, and I figured things must have been really bad if they didn’t even get the chance to fix the buildings up between the attacks. 

    Or maybe there was some other reason the townsfolk weren’t trying to fix the buildings up. 

    “Here you go, dear.” Torya sauntered into the room, placed the linens on the bed, and held the clothes out. “Hold them up against you so I can see. Yes, they should fit you just fine.” 

    The shirt was like something from the days of the Salem Witch Trials. It was off-white and had a deep V-neck that could be tied together with a pair of strings hanging from the collar. The sleeves were long and poofy, but at least there weren’t any frills at the cuffs. The pants weren’t all that different from the ones I was already wearing, although they were definitely a shorter cut than I was used to. A clean pair of long wool socks completed the main outfit, and I couldn’t wait to throw my blood-soaked socks into the fire. 

    Torya placed some towels onto the desk chair and got to work fitting the bed with the linens. While she worked, I tested the rapidly rising water for myself. The steam lifting from the surface was too strong a pull to ignore, and I didn’t care if Torya saw me naked or not. 

    I kicked off my shoes, peeled off my blood-soaked socks, and unbuckled my belt. I didn’t bother taking the weapons off as I would be wearing the same belt again later, and I quickly shimmied out of my trousers and underwear. I sat on the edge and submerged my feet with a deep sigh. I snatched up the bar of soap on the tub’s rim and started cleaning the blood from between my toes. The rich lather of the soap was like heaven, and the room quickly filled with its floral scent. 

    “Mmm, mmm, mmm! You are going to create quite the stir among the ladies of this town,” Torya said, and I turned to find her with her hands on her hips and a smirk on her face. “I’d steer clear of the married ones if I were you. I doubt the men wouldn’t try to take on the God of Time, but I’m always the one who has to nurse their wounded pride.” 

    “I’ll do my best,” I laughed. 

    Torya left me to bathe, and I took my time enjoying every moment of it. After cleaning my feet, I slipped into the tub and threw my head back against the rim. My aching muscles all but sighed with relief as the heat soaked into them. Once I had rinsed off all the soap and cleaned the parts I had missed, I simply relaxed in the water and closed my eyes. I didn’t let myself actually sleep, but it was a difficult fight. It may have only been a few hours since I had fought and defeated Raijin and his cronies, but in linear time, I’d killed some Raijin and his fourteen henchmen, walked down a mountain, and then the twenty kobolds. That was some pretty epic shit, and the thousands of respawns made it feel like I hadn’t slept in many lifetimes. 

    I was probably going to sleep for a month when I finally threw myself onto that bed. 

    The water was cold by the time I dragged myself out of the tub. A little plug covered a little hole near the one end, and when I yanked it up, the water slowly drained out with a faint sucking sound as I dried myself off. 

    I had just pulled the new pants on when someone knocked on the door.  

    “Come on in,” I called out as I tied the waist closed. 

    A scrawny woman with skin even darker than Caelia’s trudged into the room. Her face looked even more severe because her hair was pulled back tight against her head. I figured this was a woman you didn’t want to mess with, even if she did look like a gust of wind would knock her over. 

    “I’m Theodora, the town Healer. Call me Dora.” The woman wasted no time as she crossed over to me and grabbed my injured arm. “I can’t use magic, I’m afraid, but I’m good with a poultice that will keep the infection out.” 

    There was healing magic in this world? I had to find a way to learn spells as fast as possible. But not yet. I needed to have a savepoint to return to in case I caused suspicion. The God of Time was probably expected to know all kinds of epic magic that could be used in the heat of battle. I could play off the injury for now if anyone badgered me about it. 

    “Hey, no worries,” I said with a half-shrug. “It doesn’t hurt or anything, but I don’t want to stain the new shirt Torya gave me.” 

    Dora gave a little snort, but made no comment as she inspected my injury. She twisted my arm back and forth to get a better view of it, and she muttered a few times, but I couldn’t hear what she said. 

    “At least I don’t have to sew you up,” she said after a few minutes of analyzing the wound. “I’m all outta herbs that would numb you up, and most people get all fussy when I poke them with needles and they can feel it.” 

    I smiled as she set to work mixing up a poultice. She was a little rough around the edges, but her heart was in the right place, and her lighthearted teasing set me at ease. The townsfolk obviously trusted her with their injuries, and she clearly knew exactly what she was doing, magic or not. 

    The poultice was ready in a jiffy. It was a sickly green color, but it gave off the pleasant scent of fresh herbs, and it had a cooling effect when she slathered in on the abrasion. I didn’t even try to suppress my sigh of relief as the itchiness went away. 

    “I’ll want to look at it again tomorrow, but it’s just a scrape,” Dora said as she covered the poultice with a bandage. “This stuff will work with your body to speed up the healing. You probably won’t need a second dose unless you go out and poke another beast with that sticker of yours.” 

    “I make no promises there,” I laughed. “Jax might not approve of me using such a poor blade, though.” 

    “Bah!” The healer grunted. “Anything he didn’t make himself, he considers a poor blade. If it gets the job done, who cares if it’s the right length or balance?” 

    “Thank you,” I said once the bandage was secured. I flexed my arm in a few different poses to make sure it didn’t pinch. It was perfect. “Would you teach me how to make that poultice if I asked?” 

    “If you asked,” she replied with a glimmer in her eyes. Her expression was blank so I wasn’t sure if she was being serious or not. Then she shoved her bony finger in my face and almost jabbed my nose with her long nail. “We are all happy you are here to protect us, so I expect you to come ‘round my shop as soon as you wake up tomorrow. No side stops, no delays. You got it? You may be a god, but if you got injured, you’ll be needing my help.” 

    “Yes, ma’am,” I replied as I put my hands up in surrender. 

    She let out a snort and left the room before I could say anything more.  

    Yup. I liked her. 

    Torya returned to check in on me and to assure herself that the clothes fit properly. She handed me a second set of clothes much like the first, just in case, before leaving me to do as I pleased. 

    The first thing I did was focus on creating a new savepoint. I was pretty happy with the dialogue earlier with the townspeople, the bath had been delightful, and conversing with Dora was entertaining, but the less I had to repeat this first day on the world, the better. The tingling sensation washed over me and filled me with a sense of peace. The kobolds were defeated, the town was in one piece, and unless a fire-breathing dragon descended from the mountain of the Great Catacombs, I wouldn’t have to worry about any more battles for the rest of the day. 

    The promise of safety bolstered my confidence and my stamina. It no longer mattered that I was mentally exhausted from my gruelling day. I had an entire town to explore and learn about, and then I would be eating a hot meal with a delightfully attractive young woman and the leader of the town I had just saved. 

    But that wasn’t until much later, I assumed. Our conversation had been about an hour ago, so I figured there was plenty of time for me to run around and meet the townspeople. 

    And if I was late, I could always reset back to my room and be a good little boy and wait for Elrin’s messenger. 

    I slipped the new shirt over my head but didn’t bother tying it shut as I crossed the room. I paused only long enough to grab my belt, and I fastened it around my waist as I descended the stairs. I gave Torya a little wave as I passed her in the main room and threw open the doors leading into town. 

    The warrior-woman who lent me her sword was leaning against the side of the building, and she jumped to attention when she spotted me. 

    “May I walk with you, O Great One?” she asked as she dipped her head politely. 

    She still looked just as fierce as she had when the kobolds first lined up outside of the town’s walls, with her iron-and-leather armor she wore like a second skin. She was without her helmet now, and her black hair was pulled back into a short ponytail. Her piercing blue eyes cut right through me, but there was something more to her expression that drew me in.  

    I was determined to figure this beautiful warrior woman out, and with my powers, I could make a thousand attempts. 

    “Of course,” I said as I gestured for her to follow me. “And you don’t have to call me that. I prefer Bash.” 

    “No,” she said firmly. She didn’t even glance my way when I looked at her. “You are the God of Time, the Great One who had been foretold to save this world. I cannot be so... familiar with you, even if you ask it of me.” 

    “What? But why?” I asked. 

    “Again, you are a god.” She was simply stating a fact, but she had no idea how far from the truth she really was. “I watched you take out the horde of kobolds like you were dancing to the beat of a drum that nobody else could hear. You knew where your enemies would strike, and you dodged attacks that came at you from all angles as if you already knew they would happen. That injury to your arm was not caused by a beast that got too close; you sustained it while handling a corpse as a weapon.” 

    I just stared at her for a long moment. Was that really what it looked like on the other side of things? I could hardly imagine it because I was always stuck going through it time and time again. But the truth was that everyone in this world would see me the way this woman did. I was someone who could predict the movements of my enemies and annihilate them all without breaking a sweat. 

    I really was a god to them. 

    Would I want to try to get close to someone like that? If this woman were the one who had taken down all of the kobolds, I’d have reckoned her out of my league. So I guess I saw her point. 

    Well, shit. There went my chances of getting to know her on a deeper level. Probably worth trying this again. 

    I took a deep breath and focused on my room at the inn. Her response felt like a door being slammed in my face, and I didn’t want her to keep me at arm’s length. I wanted to know why she was the only warrior left in the town and why she had that hard-to-read expression on her face. I didn’t want to go walking through the town with what felt like a royal escort. 

    Even if she was an extremely attractive one. 

    Chime. 

    I once again threw my shirt over my head, grabbed my belt, and waved to Torya as I bounded out of the inn. The dark-haired warrior woman was there, as expected, and her spine went rigid when I closed the doors of the inn. 

    “May I walk with you, O Great One?” she asked again as she dipped her head. 

    I really hated that title coming from her mouth, but I had to grin and bear it. 

    “Sure, I don’t mind,” I said as I gestured for her to walk before me. All I got for my chivalrous effort before was an arched eyebrow, so I shrugged and led the way. “I’m Sebastian, but you can keep calling me Great One, if you prefer.” 

    Her eyes widened briefly, but she recovered quickly and nodded as she lengthened her stride to match mine. “Thank you, I would. My name is Mahini.” 

    Mahini. It had a nice ring to it. The name was exotic with a touch of a melody, and it was almost impossible to say it without smiling. 

    “It’s nice to meet you, Mahini.” I got another polite bow for my effort. “I was really impressed when you showed up at the frontlines. Are you the only warrior the town has protecting it? I didn’t see anyone else by your side when the dust finally settled.” 

    The look on her face was enough to stop me dead in my tracks. Her piercing eyes were focused on something a thousand miles away, and whatever she saw was so much worse than whatever Torya had seen earlier. The haunted expression filled me with instant regret, and I knew I had fucked up once again. 

    “I am the only one who survived,” she whispered. “I should not be standing here right now, and there is no greater shame than that.” 

    “What do you mean? I’d be pretty happy to be alive if I were in your shoes.” I tilted my head, but I immediately realized I said the worst possible thing. 

    “How dare you!” she cried out as she leaped away from me. Her nostrils flared with her rage, and the tension in her neck spoke of a tight chord that had finally snapped. “It is an honor to die fighting for the people you love--the highest honor! To be the only one left behind, when you could have saved them, when you are the reason they went to their deaths…” 

    Her voice quivered, but not a single tear fell from her eyes. She looked more pissed off than truly sad, and when she finally looked at me once again, there was nothing but the deepest hatred waiting for me. Her hand fell to the hilt of her sword, but she didn’t draw. If she had, I don’t think I would have had the heart to fight back. 

    “You may be the God of Time, but you have no sense of honor,” she spat out. 

    Chime. 

    In such a short span of time, I had managed to first have an ocean spread between us, and then have Mahini almost draw her sword and run me through with it. The saying ‘curiosity killed the cat’ had never made more sense to me than in that moment. 

    I let out a sigh as I grabbed my shirt and my belt and then headed down the stairs. Now that I knew what kind of fresh horror was in Mahini’s past, I could avoid any kind of triggering topics. But how was I supposed to get to know her if I couldn’t really ask her about herself? There had to be some safe middle ground that we could stand on without creating an ocean or a galaxy between us. 

    “May I walk with you, O Great One?” Mahini’s nod would not have been out of place in a royal palace. 

    “I don’t really have a destination in mind,” I warned her. “Maybe you could suggest something?” 

    “Jaxtom’s shop is my favorite place to be,” she answered without hesitation. “But he is out helping collect the weapons from the kobold horde, so the forge will be cold.” 

    “You could just show me around,” I suggested. “I’ll be staying here for a while, and it would help to get my bearings.” 

    “As you wish,” she said with an obedient bow. 

    I followed her as she turned down the main street Torya had led me down an hour before. Most of the buildings along this route were boarded up or damaged and looked so lonely standing there. What had happened to the families that had once lived inside? Were people just up and leaving the town or had most of them been killed by various raids? Torya said the very first attack took them completely by surprise. Without any kind of warning, Mahini and her companions would have been easily overwhelmed with trying to defeat the raiders while also keeping everyone safe. 

    “Torya told me that this town has had trouble with attacks before today,” I said. I watched her expression for any big change, but although there were dark clouds brewing in her eyes, her jaw didn’t tighten and her nostrils didn’t flare. 

    So far, so good. 

    “Today’s attack is just the most recent in a long string of unwarranted raids,” she explained, and her shoulders drooped as her eyes fell on the next boarded-up house. “We have lost many good people in such a short amount of time. Nothing will ever change that.” 

    I knew she was thinking about the other warriors that had been killed recently, and I wondered if it was worth trying to approach the subject from a different angle so I could understand the specifics. 

    “Nothing can ever change the past,” I agreed, though I would have told her about my power if I thought it would bring her any comfort. It would probably have had the opposite effect. “All we can do now is look to the future and prevent any further loss of life.” 

    Mahini turned and looked at me with wide eyes, and she stopped in the middle of the street. I tilted my head and hoped I hadn’t just fucked up again. 

    “That is a very positive outlook,” she commented just barely above a whisper. “I wish I felt the same.” 

    “That sounds ominous,” I said. 

    The black-haired beauty let out a deep sigh that must have started somewhere deep in her soul. “I am the only remaining member of a group called the Golden Sword Mercenaries. Without them, I am nothing, I have no purpose or reason to live. I was going to my death when you appeared and defeated the horde.” 

    I already knew better than to suggest she was lucky to be alive because she sure as hell didn’t think of it that way. 

    “Why would you willingly go to your death?” I asked instead. “Can’t you find a new purpose?” 

    Mahini laughed for the first time and it sent chills up my spine. There was no humor in it, and she almost sounded like a woman on her deathbed. “We were joined together by more than words of request and acceptance, Great One. Ours was a bond of the deepest order, and if they are gone, then so is my honor.” 

    “But you can’t find another reason to live?” 

    “No.” Her blue eyes pierced through me. “My only purpose now is to die. I believed those kobolds would do the deed, but then you showed up. Do not misunderstand me. I am happy you arrived, destroyed them, and saved the village, but now… I must take the matter into my own hands.” 

    This woman was drowning in her pain and was too far gone to reach her hand above the raging water and seek the help she deserved. Her life began and ended with her Golden Sword Mercenaries, and since they were dead, she felt she had to be as well. 

    I could understand the whole honor-bound thing, and her loyalty to these people was really admirable. The proper thing to do was to let her follow them into the next life, but I couldn’t agree with that sentiment. I had seen her fight before I mastered the art of slaughtering the kobolds. She was beautiful, she was honorable, she was… amazing. Her skills would be incredibly useful to me and the town, and if she couldn’t see that, then I was going to have to find a way to open her eyes. 

    But to do that, I would have to figure out a way to be just as important if not more so than the Golden Sword Mercenaries. I needed to become a person that she could bind herself to in the same fashion so that she could get back her honor and her purpose. Otherwise, her life was literally at stake. 

    Challenge accepted. I was going to save this graceful warrior woman from her own sense of honor, and I was going to make her a part of my life in this strange new world. 

    Chime. 

    “This is gonna be fun,” I laughed as I grabbed my shirt and belt, and headed out of the inn. I liked the idea of the beautiful woman joining me on my journey of being a badass god, but I didn’t want her to think that it was some kind of ultimate sacrifice she had to make or a choice between me and the Golden Sword Mercenaries. 

    So what if I convinced her it wasn’t a choice at all? If I could figure out a way to learn everything about her without her blowing up at me, I could just say all the right things, and she would follow me without a second thought because I knew everything about her. 

    After all, wasn’t I supposed to be a god? 

    And what did it matter if she did get mad at me for asking too personal of questions? I could just try again and again and just say something different each time. 

    I couldn’t lose. The God of Time was supposed to just know everything “somehow,” and it would only add to how much of a badass I was. 

    Once I came to that conclusion, I had no more worries when it came to the beautiful warrior woman. I could say whatever I wanted to, and even if she got angry, I could just chime and do it over again, and she would never remember how pissed off she had just been. 

    And it was so much better than the innumerable respawns before because I was spending all of my time getting to know the attractive swordswoman. I got to delight in her wide-eyed expression every time I dropped a fact I had learned in a previous attempt. Even her rage was appreciated since I learned that my newfound information wasn’t quite enough to get her to fall to my charms. I even learned how to brush off the questions about why I knew everything. 

    I was a god, so why wouldn’t I know all of these things? 

    I lost count of how many attempts it actually took me, but I was probably an expert in all things Mahini by the time I was ready to continue business as usual. 

    Mahini’s hometown was a village at the edge of the Kotar desert where women were more of the population than men, and life was difficult but manageable. She trained to fight at a young age, long before she became a mercenary, and she was especially deadly with a bow. The beautiful desert goddess would still be in her little village if some jackass hadn’t shown up and threatened her entire family. She could have easily killed him, but it was treason for a woman to kill a man in her culture. Instead of submitting to him, she faked her own death and left in the middle of night. 

    If I ever met the asshole who put her through that pain, I would do whatever I could to help Mahini destroy him. 

    The black-haired woman became a mercenary at the same age I was learning how to drive a car and joined a small mercenary group named “The Golden Swords.” The group had a very intense bonding ritual called the Pledge of the Phoenix that tied them together through this life and all others to come. The Pledge demanded her loyalty, her love, and her sacrifice to the men and women she committed herself to. It was kind of like a marriage ritual, and it was this that caused Mahini all of her pain, since the group had come here to defend the town from the goblin nest in the caves, and had gotten overwhelmed by the hundreds of monsters living there and killed a week ago.  

    Those brave men and women she was previously joined with still held a piece of her soul, and without them beside her, she was nothing more than a shell of a person. 

    There was nothing for her to live for without that purpose. 

    So, I was just going to have to give her one. 

    I found out pretty much everything about the woman in the hundreds, or maybe thousands of short conversations I had with her. 

    Her favorite color was the orange of the sunset. She liked beer when it had a bit of hops in it, her favorite food was smoked pheasant with pickled dates, she didn’t know how to dance, but she loved music from the reed pipes that her people used to play. 

    Mahini was also beyond clever. I sometimes started our conversations with a riddle I knew from my world, and she was always able to guess the correct answer within a few minutes. She solved math problems easily when I asked her about them, and she easily saw through any outrageous tale I’d try to spin. 

    I’d also tried a few naughty things that led her to kill me right afterward: She was ticklish on her stomach and armpits, her sweet mouth tasted like cherries when I kissed her lips, her ass was incredibly tight, and despite the fact that her mercenary band was made of both men and women, she was still a virgin because she’d never found a man she respected enough to take as a lover. 

    Chime. 

    “May I walk with you, O Great One?” Mahini’s melodic voice and piercing blue eyes gave away none of the pain I now knew she was feeling. 

    I would never get over just how amazing this woman was, and I realized that this was it. I was finally going to save her life and make her mine. 

    As long as my plan came together, and if it didn’t, I’d just try it again. 

    I’d never lose Mahini. 

    “Of course,” I said with a small nod. “I could use another perspective on the best way to fix up the town.” 

    She fell into step beside me, and she looked a little confused. “Fix the town? But Great One, there is nothing left for any of us here.” 

    “That’s not true,” I argued. “You may have lost your companions, and Torya may have lost her son, but you have all made a life here. There is absolutely no reason to just roll over and let the town be taken from you.” 

    “H-How did you--” Mahini’s jaw dropped and her eyes widened. 

    I’d seen her do that a hundred times, and it still made me happy. I’d memorized her every small movement by now, and I was in love with everything about the stoic warrior woman. 

    “I’m a god,” I said with a shrug. “Of course I know everything.” 

    The desert beauty was silent for a few steps as she just stared at me. 

    “I think the first thing we need to do is start training the men. We may not have any proper fighters, but if you pass on some of the skills you learned in your village in the Kotar desert and with your Golden Sword Mercenaries.” I had to bite my cheek to keep from grinning at the stunned look on her pretty face. “And if we get some proper walls around the place, there won’t be a single beastie that can get in without our say so.” 

    “That’s what--How is this--I don’t understand…” Mahini shook her head, and I half expected her to start pinching herself to make sure she wasn’t dreaming. “You think we should stay?” 

    “I don’t see why you should leave.” I shrugged as we passed by a boarded-up house. “The town has been here for years and could be here for many more to come if it is made properly defensible.” 

    “Where does all this optimism come from?” she asked and shook her head again. 

    “I would call it confidence, actually,” I said with a grin. “I can’t fail at any task I put my mind to, especially when I have a beautiful woman like you at my side.” 

    Some of the surprise faded from her face as her eyes narrowed. “What are you trying to say, Great One?” 

    I stopped in the middle of the street and faced her with my arms crossed. I had reached this point several times already, so I knew the speech by heart. 

    “You’re going to join me,” I said. “You lost yourself when your soulbound companions were killed by the goblins in the caves of the mountain, and you have been searching for a new purpose. I am here to give it to you. My journey to save this world will be a long one, and I will need strong women like yourself if I am to succeed. Do you know the Pledge of the Phoenix?” 

    Mahini’s eyes widened once more. “What? I--How do you know it? It is sacred to the Golden Sword Mer--” 

    “I am a god.” I interrupted her. “Like the phoenixes in the legend, we must pledge ourselves to one another. You will become mine, body and soul, and I shall be yours. Our blood shall be thicker than the water seeking to destroy this land, and we will honor each other in life and death. You see, Mahini, your life didn’t end when your Golden Sword Mercenary family was slaughtered in the caves. No. It began again when I came to this world, just like the phoenix rising from the ashes. It is time. Your soul is made of iron, gold, and spirit. You will take another master now, and we will create a new family together.” 

    While the black-haired beauty stared at me slack-jawed, but then I held my hand out and gestured for her to step forward. 

    “Lay your sword at my feet, Mahini, and give me the dagger hidden in your boot.” I smiled when her eyes darted to her right foot. “We will perform the ritual here in the street to solidify our new bond, my love.” 

    It had taken a few attempts to remember the entire legend she had taught me and to figure out which phrases I needed to use to convince her to join with me. I actually needed to order her around, and not give her a choice in the matter, but it wasn’t a choice she wanted in the end. A sense of purpose was more important to her than anything else, and giving her the chance to fulfill that need was all the “choice” she needed. 

    She was looking for a new god to worship, and I had arrived just in time. 

    “I would be honored to bond with you, O Great One.” The black-haired warrior woman drew her dagger from her boot, handed it to me, laid her sword at my feet, and knelt with her head bowed.  

    “Excellent.” I grinned and tightened my grip on her dagger. It was much smaller than my own and was pretty much just a sharp bit of iron attached to a short leather grip. “We will bind ourselves to one another with blood. You will be mine, forever. Until the ashes spread us across the land, and we are reborn in different forms, but with the same soul.” 

    “You… you… know the words?” Mahini looked up at me in awe as I drew the blade across my right palm. 

    “Of course,” I said as I flipped the dagger in my hand and offered her the handle  

    She rose to her feet as I gestured, and when I handed her the dagger, she sliced into her left palm. She then grasped my bleeding hand in hers and twined our fingers to make the moment more intimate. Her skin felt like smooth leather against mine, a testament to how many battles she had seen and how seriously she took her job as defender of this town.  

    “Blood will always run thicker than water, and from this moment forth, your blood is mine,” I said. 

    “Blood will always run thicker than water, and from this moment forth, your blood is mine,” she parroted right back in a voice barely above a whisper, and then she began to blink back tears. 

    Back in my world, the CDC would have had a heart attack for the unhygienic display of our bloody hands pressed together, but here it seemed like the most natural thing in the world. We stood there for a long time just staring into each other’s eyes with our fingers clasped. Mahini’s eyes seemed to sparkle like polished sapphire, and they easily drew me into their depths. 

    I took a step toward the mercenary, and when she didn’t immediately back away, I took another. Her eyes swam mostly with confusion, but there was a large dose of desire in them as well. She glanced from my eyes down to my lips and back, and her own lips parted ever so slightly in invitation. 

    “You belong to me now, Mahini,” I whispered. “You will serve me for eternity. Now you have a purpose. My purpose.” 

    “Yes, O Great One,” she gasped as her eyes fixed on to my mouth. “We will be together. Forever.” 

    And then our lips finally touched, and the beautiful warrior woman moaned into my mouth as she kissed me passionately. 
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    Chapter 5 

    I would have happily spent the rest of my respawns just standing there kissing Mahini. She tasted like sugar-coated cherries, and every tiny sound from her lips was enough to amp up my sex drive to eleven. I almost wanted to invite her back to my room at the inn because after the ritual it definitely felt like I would get the free pass. 

    I supposed I could just invite her up, make love to her for as long as I wanted and then reset, but I wanted to spend my time in bed with the desert goddess and then move the clock forward, and since I had to be at Elrin’s for dinner tonight, I knew we would be interrupted sooner than I would like.  

    I’d figure out a time soon when the two of us could spend several hours getting to know each other in the best way possible. 

    Mahini let out a little sigh when our lips finally separated, and I couldn’t keep the grin off my face. 

    “We can continue, if you’d like,” I teased. 

    “I… This is happening so fast.” Her eyes may have hardened, but the dilation of her pupils told me just how much she had enjoyed the “ritual”. 

    “It seems fast for you, but I’ve been waiting to kiss you for what feels like a month.” I laughed to ease her mind. “Now we are together, and I’m super happy. Aren’t you?” 

    “Yes.” She nodded. “This… it feels very… fitting? It’s so strange. I know you are a god, but I feel like I’ve known you my whole life, and you’ve known me.” 

    “That’s how you know joining with me was the correct decision.” I clapped my hands together as Mahini smiled. 

    “Would you like to continue our walk, Great One?” the desert warrior asked after she cleaned and dressed both of our wounds with bandages from a small pack at her hip. 

    “Please. Lead on.” I had forgotten that I’d asked her to show me around and give me the inside scoop on the town. 

    I created a new save point as I watched her swaying hips pass me by. 

    The people were all smiles when Mahini and I approached, and it was a stark contrast to the damaged or abandoned buildings all around us. The townspeople all wanted to talk to me and touch me in some way. Every few steps I had someone running fingers along my arm or tugging on my shirt to get my attention. 

    It wasn’t even that they wanted to talk to me each time, but more like I got the feeling that I had become a laughing buddha to them, and they thought touching me would bring them all the luck in the world. 

    Yeah, no pressure or anything. 

    The few people that stopped me in the streets talked about super mundane things. Family members, the pitiful crops growing in their tiny gardens, a certain fussy baby, their chickens that were refusing to lay any eggs. It was a little overwhelming at first, especially when they asked for my advice on their problems. How the fuck was I supposed to make a chicken lay eggs or keep a baby from crying while its teeth were coming in? 

    I wasn’t that kind of god. 

    In my previous life, the most valuable input I had ever been asked to give was over the type of graphics card to put in different computers. These everyday problems were usually shared with close friends and family, and I had few of those waiting for me back home. 

    By the time I had spoken to the townsfolk, and then reset a few dozen times, I knew everyone by name, what their problems were, and how to solve them, before they even spoke to me. 

    “How is your ailing mother, Deena?” I asked a frail blonde woman before she could even ask me about her chicken that wasn’t laying eggs. 

    Her eyes lit up with surprise. “Why, how did you know, O Great One? She is resting right now, but she is not doing so well.” 

    “Why don’t I come by later and say hello?” I smiled. “Maybe a bit of hope will brighten her day. Also, I think your chicken might need a bit more corn in her diet. That’s why she hasn’t been laying eggs. You might want to ask Gerulf when you get a chance.” 

    “That… that would be amazing… I was going to ask you about my chicken. How did you even know?” The tears in Deena’s eyes spoke louder than her words, and soon everyone was clamoring to have me visit their ailing parents or to kiss their children.  

    I obliged them all, and it seemed easy to them, even though we’d all had the same conversations a bunch of times, and I’d already asked around to see what the possibilities were. 

    “You really are incredible, Great One,” Mahini said as the crowd dispersed around us. “How is it that you know everything about everyone?” 

    “I told you before, I’m a god,” I laughed as I created another save point. I’d finally gotten through the crowd and solved all their problems, and I didn’t want to go through it all again if I messed up something moving forward. 

    “Does that mean you can read our minds?” she asked as she tilted her head. “Or are we truly so easy to read?” 

    “It’s not reading minds, exactly, but I can quickly learn whatever I need to know about a person just by looking at them.” It was the easiest way I could explain my powers without actually explaining my powers. “It’s all part of being a god.” 

    “You truly are on a higher plane than the rest of us,” the desert goddess said in an awed tone. 

    “I apologize for the interruption, O Great One.” A small yet excited voice cut through the air. “Elrin has sent me to fetch you.” 

    “Oh, is it dinner time already?” I blinked and looked down at the young boy standing before me. He couldn’t have been more than eight, and from the way he was bouncing on his feet, he was clearly very eager to have been given the task of fetching the God of Time. 

    He gave me a boyish grin when I finally gave him my attention, and he pointed at one of the larger houses just beyond the town center. “That’s Elrin’s house, there.” 

    “I’ll head on over, then. Mahini, are you okay to leave me for a bit?” Even though I’d repeated parts of this day a few hundred times, it still felt like I had only just left the inn with Mahini. It was disappointing that it was already time to part ways, but I knew we’d be spending a lot more time together in the future. 

    “Yes, I’m fine, and I hope you enjoy your meal, Great One,” Mahini said as she gave me a formal bow. The pain of her loss was nowhere to be seen. “We shall speak more tomorrow if you would like.” 

    “I would definitely like,” I replied with a quick nod. Even with the ability to turn back time, there didn’t seem to be enough of it when it came to a pretty girl. “Want to meet at Jaxtom’s first thing in the morning?” 

    “I will be there.” She smiled.  

    It was impossible not to stare at her tight ass as she sauntered away from me. I wondered what kind of skin covered those swaying hips, and the young boy had to clear his throat twice before I managed to tear my eyes away.  

     “Lead the way, pipsqueak,” I teased as I ruffled his hair at the cheeky little grin he gave me. 

    He gave me another boyish grin and trotted off in the direction of the leader’s house. I glanced back over my shoulder after Mahini, but she had already disappeared, so I took off after the kid. 

    Elrin’s house was made of the same kind of wood that the inn was made of, probably from the firs that decorated the mountain a stone’s throw away. It was easily the largest house in the town, but it wasn’t adorned with any kind of fancy banners or bannisters that would tell everyone in a mile-radius that the person who lived there had money coming out the ears. It was humble, if large, and was probably a safehouse when the town was attacked by kobolds and vagabonds. 

    The inside was not at all what I had been expecting. The leader of a town like this should have had extravagant paintings all around and statues worth more than life itself. But the whole place seemed strangely empty, as if it had been looted by raiders in days past. There was no way the fighting could have gotten this far, so the lack of adornment was just unsettling. 

    That didn’t mean that it was actually void of decoration. There was a vibrant red rug underfoot that was lined with gold thread, and fragrant flowers sat all around the entryway in very simple vases of varying sizes. Thick red curtains framed each window with gold tassels holding them back to let the fading sunlight in. The air was filled with the scent of roasted meat of some kind and of the outdoors even though none of the windows were open. 

    The boy led me to a long dining room that could have seated about half of the town’s population, now that it had been diminished by raids. Elrin probably hosted meals every once in a while to keep the town’s morale up or just because he felt like it. 

    The man himself was sitting alone at the far end of the table, and he rose to his feet when I entered with the boy. “There you are, Great One--sorry, I mean, Sebastian. You did well, Dalwin. Marnie has your supper waiting for you.” 

    The boy bowed to the two of us before scampering back out of the room.  

    Elrin beckoned me closer and gestured at the chair to his right, and I looked around the room as I made my way to his side. 

    Like the foyer, the dining room was decked out in red and gold. The curtains framing the windows were also drawn back, and the gold trimming the big-ass rug running the length of the table seemed to sparkle when it caught the light filling the room. Only three places were set at the far end by Elrin, and the dishware was crude at best. I had higher quality stuff in my apartment back home, and I used paper plates. 

    “I apologize for the dishes, Great One. We are under a lot of stress these days. Please, have a seat. Elissa will join us in a moment.” Elrin rolled his eyes as he sat back down. “She does love to make a dramatic entrance.” 

    “A beautiful woman always should,” I commented as I took my own seat,  

    “Oh?” his arched eyebrow warned me I was toeing the line.  

    “Well…” I gave him a wide smile. “Doesn’t she want to make a good impression on a guest of such high standing. I am a god after all.” 

    “Ahh, yes, I suppose you are correct, Great One.” Elrin grinned. 

    I took a deep breath and created a new save point as we sat waiting for Elissa. If the initial conversation with Mahini was anything to go by, I was going to need a few attempts at the conversation between the mayor and his super-hot daughter. 

    “I’m surprised your home is so… sparse,” I admitted as I looked around the dining hall. The only decorations were the rug and the curtains, and only the table and chairs for furniture. “I was expecting statues and fancy trimmed hedges and stuff.” 

    “Yes, well.” Elrin sighed deeply and scratched at his beard. “There are still expenses when running a town of this size, and with the mine no longer functioning…” 

    “Kobolds are in the mine, too?” I asked. 

    Elrin shook his head. “Goblins. The kobolds are just a minor inconvenience by comparison.” 

    “Uhhh… Minor?” I asked. “There were twenty of them.” 

    “Yes,” he sighed. “We have many hardships here, Sebastian.” 

    Now I knew why the town wasn’t doing so great. 

    The doors opened before I could reply, and standing there was the little goddess Elissa. She had changed out of the simple yellow dress she had been wearing earlier and now wore a deep emerald number that really accentuated her fiery hair. The color matched her eyes as if someone had taken an eyedropper to them and used a fill bucket on the fabric. The dress itself was elegant but form-fitting, and it left no room for the imagination as to what laid beneath. 

    It was still so easy to fantasize. 

    Elissa crossed the room with a deliberate sway to her hips, like she was on the catwalk in some kind of fashion show. She definitely had the looks to fit right in, and her height might have been an issue for some guys, but I definitely wouldn’t mind tucking her under my arm. 

    My thoughts must have been scrolling across my face like a marquee because Elissa let out a giggle and gave me a seductive little grin. 

    “Good evening, Sebastian,” Elissa greeted with a perfect curtsey. “I hope I am dressed to your liking.” 

    I caught the stiffening of Elrin’s expression from the corner of my eye and made sure my smile was my friendly one rather than my flirty one. “It is a lovely dress, and it suits you perfectly.” 

    It was a nice tame response, and even though Elissa’s smile dropped a little bit, Elrin’s wrinkles smoothed out a bit. 

    I thought about restarting the conversation, but then I figured that I’d just keep rolling with this and see how it went. 

    “Bring in the first course!” Elrin barked out as soon as Elissa had taken her seat. 

    He clapped his hands, and three men appeared from a side door I hadn’t noticed before. I wondered if servants were part of the expenses of running a town or if that was just one luxury he couldn’t afford to go without. The aroma of food beneath the covered trays hit my nose before the men had even reached the table. It was roasted garlic that I could almost taste, and my stomach gave an appreciative growl. This would be my first meal since breakfast back in my own world, and that had felt like a million years ago at this point. 

    The three men made a big show of presenting the meal in synchronicity. The guy serving me slid the bowl down with flair, and even tied my napkin around my neck for me. The scent of garlic intensified as a creamy soup was displayed beneath the lid. 

    I had no idea how many courses there were, but if they smelled as delicious as this first one, I couldn’t wait for the rest. 

    The “getting to know you” portion of a meal like this was bound to be an exercise in mental acrobatics. I had a feeling I couldn’t go into too much detail about my own world since I doubted anyone would believe a word I would say. It was easy enough to keep things vague, and I could probably pull off selective-amnesia if I had to in other places, but I really just wanted to enjoy the promising meal in peace. 

    Thankfully, Elrin didn’t seem too interested in my past or how I was summoned into the catacombs. 

    “You easily destroyed the horde of kobolds, but I imagine you didn’t save us out of the goodness of your own heart,” the town leader said in a low voice. 

    Ouch, man. Did I really come across as a cutthroat? 

    “Daddy!” Elissa snapped. “Sebastian is the God of Time! He couldn’t possibly be such a selfish person!” 

    Well, well, well, somebody thought very highly of me, didn’t she? 

    “Your daughter is right, sir,” I agreed. “I can see actions speak louder than words with you, so I will just have to prove myself.” 

    I hid my grin behind my spoon as Elrin narrowed his eyes. I had him like a fish on a hook. 

    “And how will you do that?” he challenged. 

    “This town doesn’t seem like it’s in a good state.” I gestured to the windows. “I’ve seen more boarded up houses than I can count. Your town won’t survive another kobold raid. Or the goblins, if they decide to leave the mine.” 

    “That’s not quite true, Great One,” the mayor said as he set his spoon down and folded his hands in his lap. 

    “Oh? It isn’t? Don’t lie to me, mortal.” My eyes met the other man’s, and I held his gaze in silence for a moment. 

    The only sound was Elissa’s spoon dipping into her bowl now and again. Elrin seemed to have forgotten about his own meal, and I was too busy trying to stare him down to take another sip of mine. The young woman seemed to be enjoying our back and forth, if the smile on her face was anything to go by. 

    “You’re right,” Elrin finally sighed, and he seemed to collapse in on himself. “If you hadn’t shown up when you did, Addington would have been destroyed, and we all would have been killed. You saved all of us, and I am very grateful.” 

    Elissa put down her spoon and placed her hand over her father’s. The man squeezed her fingers, and he seemed to inflate a bit. Elissa turned to me with her seductive eyes and seemed to be urging me to say something. 

    “I can help, you know,” I said as I took another spoonful of the delicious soup. “I would need supplies, of course, but I’ve already got Mahini on my side, so it wouldn’t be too difficult to take out the goblins that are holding your mine hostage.” 

    “Whatever you need, Sebastian,” Elrin replied eagerly. “If you can save this town, I will be eternally grateful.” 

    I narrowed my eyes. That was far too easy. Where were the questions about what kinds of supplies I might need? Or the suspicion about how quickly I had gotten Mahini to join my quest? Elrin had agreed to my terms far too quickly. 

    I could do better than that. 

    Chime. 

    I respawned and got to enjoy Elissa’s entrance for a second time. The dress really clung to her every curve, and the fabric bunched just above her swaying hips. She was definitely reveling in the way I watched her, and I had to tear my eyes away before Elrin’s head exploded. 

    “The dress suits you, Elissa,” I said before she could even ask. “It really brings out your eyes.” 

    The young woman brightened under the compliment, but a vein started throbbing in Elrin’s temple. 

    “Bring in the first course!” Elrin barked and clapped his hands. 

    I was expecting the delicious scent of the garlicky soup this time and didn’t even react as it was placed smoothly in front of me. 

    Elrin and Elissa had their back and forth over where my morals laid, and when I called the man out on it as I had done before, he deflated and seemed to lose all of the fight he had left. 

    “I can help, of course,” I said in a lofty tone. I pretended to study my soup when his eyes flicked to me. “But I’m not sure you will like what I will ask for.” 

    “So you did only save us because you wanted something,” Elrin growled. 

    I held up my hands. “I went after the kobolds because I couldn’t bear to see a town, any town, go up in flames. That is the truth, and you can choose to believe me or not. I don’t care.” 

    I paused to devour a few spoonfuls of the soup and to let Elrin sit there and wonder what I might say next. It was all about building the anticipation. 

    “Now that I’ve seen how desolate this place is, I know that I can turn things around,” I eventually continued. The man seemed to relax a bit as I spoke, but I could see he wasn’t letting his guard down completely. “But it won’t be an easy task. You obviously know this.” 

    “What is it you want?” Elrin barked, and clearly the tension was too much for him to bear. 

    I smiled and shifted my gaze from the leader to his beautiful daughter, and Elissa caught on to what I was asking for almost immediately. Her jaw dropped slightly, she let out a light gasp, and her freckles disappeared behind an adorable blush. 

    “Absolutely not!” Elrin roared as he shot to his feet and slammed his hands on the table. His unused fork went flying across the room and clattered to the floor. “You may be the God of Time, Sebastian, but you are asking too much!” 

    “Aww, but that would have been the perfect gift!” I said with a little pout. I got a laugh from Elissa, but her father’s face was redder than his daughter’s hair. 

    Yeah, I should have known that particular demand would have been met with the Tazmanian Devil in human form. 

    Chime. 

    I respawned once again, drank in Elissa’s elegant entrance, and drained the bowl of soup that was set before me in a matter of minutes. The reloads returned my stomach to its former state, but I could still remember the taste of garlic each time. All it did was whet my palate, and I really wanted to finish the first course at least once. 

    “I want to help your town,” I said as I put my spoon down, “but I need to know as much about the situation as possible.” 

    That one line opened up a whole dialogue about the town that was certainly enlightening, but was probably way too much information. Elrin began by telling me how the town came to be, and how he had convinced the Duke of Bullard to allow him to start a copper mine. Apparently the town had been here for a little over three years, and the mine was their biggest livelihood. 

    “We could probably deal with the goblins on our own if we weren’t also dealing with raids from every other creature known to man,” Elrin finished and placed his forehead in his hands. “The duke’s son, Lucian, will be here with an army in a few days to help us take care of the problem.” 

    “Oh, yes,” Elissa said in a withering tone as she rolled her eyes. “The problem.” 

    I looked back and forth between the leader and his daughter as they glared at one another. I had definitely missed something vital. 

    “What’s wrong?” I asked Elissa, and I reached my hand across the table to touch her smooth wrist. “Do you not want this guy to come and save the town?” 

    Elissa laughed, but it was ice-cold and made me jerk my hand away from her. Tears filled her eyes, but they never rolled down her porcelain cheeks. “Why don’t you tell him, father, what the duke’s son is asking for in exchange for his army?” 

    Elrin couldn’t look either one of us in the eye as he spoke. “I promised the duke’s son Elissa’s hand in marriage if he freed our mine from the goblins.” 

    The fiery redhead shot up from the table and stormed out of the room without even saying goodbye. 

    Holy shit. This just got even more complicated. 

    There were so many layers to saving this town. The goblins in the mine, the raids, and the failed economy. The duke’s son and his army could probably handle all three problems, but it came at the expense of Elissa’s happiness. How could Elrin be willing to sacrifice his own daughter for the sake of his town? 

    What if there was a way for him to have both? Elissa didn’t seem too happy with the duke’s son, but from every behavior I had seen so far, she didn’t seem to mind being next to me. 

    I could throw my name into the hat and give Elrin both the town and his daughter’s happiness. 

    Chime. 

    “I can help, you know,” I said after Elrin admitted to the state of things. “I require just a few small favors.” 

    “And what might they be?” he asked as he narrowed his eyes in suspicion. At least he hadn’t flat out said yes this time. 

    I leaned forward in my chair and lifted one finger. “Mahini, the mercenary, has decided to join me. We will need the best gear that Jaxtom can make for us. I have no money, and I’m not about to ask her to pony up any cash for a task that isn’t even hers.” 

    Elrin thought for a moment before nodding his head. “I can arrange that. What else?” 

    “Do you have any maps of this area? And one of the mine?” I bit back a sigh of relief when Elrin nodded. At least I would be able to get some sense of the tunnels unlike in the catacombs. “I need to see the maps and speak to any scouts you have sent to keep tabs on the goblins. I can’t come up with a defensible plan unless I know what I have to work with.” 

    “Of course, anything else?” he asked. 

    “Depending on how far I have to travel, we might need horses,” I said. “Or whatever kinds of steeds you have here.” 

    “The mine is nearby, so you won’t need any horses to get there,” Elrin responded, then he paused and rubbed his chin. “Gerulf might have a few working breeds left, though. His farm was razed to the ground during the last raid, and he hasn’t had the heart to try to rebuild. He won’t need the animals if he doesn’t return to the land.” 

    I nodded and took a deep breath. After learning about the trade for Elissa’s hand, I knew that I had to save her happiness as well as the town. Elrin hadn’t been too pleased when I implied wanting to sleep with the young woman, but since he offered marriage to one man, I figured I had a fair shot as well. 

    “I know that some duke’s son is coming in a few days to marry your daughter,” I said. They both seemed surprised at my knowledge and shared a startled look, but I ignored them and continued. “If I clear out all of the goblins and bring back your livelihood, I want to be the one to marry her.” 

    Elissa’s eyes sparkled with hope, and she reached across the table to grasp my hand. Her skin was soft against mine, and her fingers trembled as she withdrew them. 

    I nearly snatched her hand back up again, but I hadn’t earned that right just yet. 

    The leader of Addington didn’t explode this time at what I asked for. In fact, he was silent for a bit, and he sat back in his chair and rubbed his beard as he thought about my demands. I had saved my soup this time, and scooped it casually while I waited for him to decide if he would grant me my wishes or not. 

    I was a patient man, and I quite literally had all the time in the world. If he came back with anything besides a ‘yes,’ I would just restart the moment and try again until I solved this puzzle. 

    This was a waiting game, and I could wait forever. 

    Elrin finally sighed and nodded his head. “I will do as you ask, but I have a condition of my own.” 

    I had to bite back the groan that lifted into my throat. There weren’t any strings attached when I demanded supplies the first time. I might have been asking for a bit more this time, but come on, man. I was giving him a surefire way to save his town, and he wanted to lay conditions on me? 

    Whatever. If I didn’t agree, I could just restart again. “Lay it on me.” 

    “You will have all you have asked for and more.” He lifted a finger and smiled at me. “But if you do not complete the task before the duke’s son arrives, Elissa’s hand will be off the table.” 

    “And when is he supposed to get here, exactly?” I hoped it was a few weeks at the very least, but the look on Elissa’s face told me not to get my hopes up. 

    “A courier arrived four days ago with a message from Lucian. He and his army will be here by nightfall, three days from now.” 
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    Chapter 6 

    Morning came with some confusion and a bittersweet mixture of disappointment and pleasure. Part of me had expected to be unable to stay in this world if I were to fall asleep. There were plenty of Groundhog Day style movies made in my time where people relived the same day over and over again. Death and sleep always brought them back to the morning of whatever day they were to repeat. Although my newfound abilities meant I had control over when I returned in time, I assumed that I would have the same drawbacks. 

    And yet a much larger part of me was delighted that it hadn’t just been an epic and amazing dream. I really had killed an evil sorcerer and taken his dagger. I really had saved an entire town from a horde of kobolds. I really had sweet-talked one of the most beautiful women I’d ever seen to be bound with me. This wasn’t going to be some bragging story I told around the water cooler at work. This was my life now, and I was a god. 

    It was surprising how little that bothered me now that I had a whole day of awesome under my belt. 

    Breakfast was a simple affair. Food came from small gardens instead of large farms because of all the raids. Elrin probably got the best of the best, which meant everyone else had to make do with what they could. Torya still went out of her way to make sure the soup was hot, the bread was lightly toasted, and that I had all the butter I could ever ask for. A little bit of bacon would have made it even better, but apparently the last pig had been slaughtered long before I arrived. 

    I was going to have to live without bacon for a while. 

    I collected my weapons from my room and created a new save point before heading downstairs. The sun was just barely peeking over the horizon by the time I left the inn and headed for the forge. I had slept like a dead man, probably because of the thousands of battles and everything else that had happened the day before. My muscles were aching from all the exercise, so I walked through the quiet streets doing some basic stretches. 

    Some of the townsfolk were starting their day and greeted me as I passed. Most were probably still eating breakfast, but I imagined it wouldn’t be long before the town was filled with the noise of everyone going about their daily routines. The town had an eerie kind of echo to it with all of the empty or boarded up buildings, and I hoped that by clearing out the mine, I could bring in some new business. Maybe new settlers would travel to the town and everything would return to normal. 

    I arrived at Jaxtom’s forge after a few minutes of walking. Everything in the town was fairly close together, with Elrin’s house situated near the heart and all of the other important buildings circled around it. It seemed like good planning on the surface, but I had to worry about the potential for fires. If one house caught, the rest would be ablaze in a matter of seconds, and there wasn’t a lake or reservoir nearby that I knew of. 

    Jaxtom’s forge was the only important building that wasn’t nestled in the center of the town. It sat on the western edge, to the right from the inn, and was one of the closest buildings to the tree line in the distance. A small stream ran very close to the back of the shop which was probably one of the reasons he chose to build the forge there. Water was important for metalwork, I knew, though I had never actually smithed anything in my life. 

    That was going to change today. 

    Mahini was already at the forge and perched on one of the long tables near a big-ass anvil. She was dressed down compared to yesterday, but it didn’t diminish the fierce fighter I knew was hiding just beneath the surface. The only plate armor she wore covered her torso, and it was shaped in a way that made it look like a metal corset. A leather shirt of some kind was tucked beneath the plate with the sleeves just barely poking out at her shoulders. She wore an off-white, skin-tight, long-sleeved shirt beneath that, and her hands were bare to the wrist except for the bandage covering the wound on her left palm. Her pants were tight leather that hugged every delicious curve, and the worn leather boots she wore stopped just beneath her knees. 

    Jax had his back to me, and Mahini’s melodic voice floated through the air. I couldn’t hear what she was saying, but her eyes were sparkling, and a radiant smile formed on her lips, so I knew it wasn’t a deep conversation. 

    The blacksmith’s shop would have fit perfectly in a game of Elder Scrolls. A large open hearth sat along the far end of the three-sided room, and it was already filled with glowing coals. There were three long tables, one of which Mahini was sitting on, that were covered in some tools, folds of leather, and blocks of unused metal. More tools were hanging in an organized manner on the wall over the table closest to the hearth. On one table laid a crude sword, obviously in the process of being refined. 

    A grinding wheel stood a few steps from the open front of the shop. It was one of those old-fashioned ones that ran by repeatedly pressing on a pedal underneath with a foot. Several barrels sat in the corner behind the grinding wheel, and an anvil dominated the center of the workshop. A hammer laid across its surface, and from the soot stains on the handle, I could see it was frequently used. 

    A proper house connected to the left of the workshop, and I could only imagine how warm it must have gotten in there when the forge was up and running. 

    “Good morning, Great One,” Mahini said when she spotted me. She slipped down from her perch and gave me a bow. “Did you rest well?” 

    “Very,” I said as I walked over and gently touched her shoulder as I placed a gentle kiss on her lips. “I haven’t slept so well in a long time.” 

    The mercenary tensed under my touch, but her sweet lips still opened for me, and her tongue briefly danced with mine. After the kiss was over, she glanced at the smith, and then she bit her lip slightly before she gave me a worried look. The beautiful warrior clearly wasn’t comfortable with me kissing her in front of Jax yet, and I figured that I was going to need to get more familiar with the townspeople so that Mahini would be more willing to do some PDA.  

    Chime. 

    “Good morning, Great One,” Mahini said once more. “Did you rest well?” 

    “I slept very well, thanks,” I replied. 

    “Mornin’ there, Bash,” Jax greeted with his signature growl. He was the first to call me by my nickname, and it made me grin. “Here to get yourself a new sword?” 

    “What, don’t think you can fix up the one I’ve got?” I teased. 

    The big man snorted. “That little sticker worked well for you in the field yesterday, but it ain’t going to work to take on the goblins. You’d be better off with a shortsword in close quarters.” 

    “So you heard the news?” I snickered. 

    “Mayor let everyone know you and Mahini here are going to save the town,” the smithy chuckled. “I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen you kill them kobolds yesterday. Was quite an amazing sight. You’ll still need a better weapon, even if ya are a god.” 

    “What about this?” I drew the sorcerer’s dagger from its sheath and held it out for the blacksmith. “I got this in the catacombs, and it worked well for me there.” 

    Jax took the dagger from me as if it were his firstborn son. He balanced the blade on his fingers and let out a hum of what I hoped was approval. Then he took a small hammer from his line of tools and struck the steel. The air vibrated with a clear note that seemed to hang over the shop like a wispy cloud. 

    “Not bad,” the blacksmith admitted as he handed it back. “Could probably do with a sharpening, but it’s nice and balanced and is obviously well-made.” 

    I grinned as I returned the dagger to its sheath. It might not have been the most amazing weapon in the world, but if it had Jax’s stamp of approval, I knew that I was on the right track. 

    “But that sword of yours…” Jax shook his head and eyed the sheath on my left with disdain. “I’ll be makin’ you a new one, whether you want it or not.” 

    “Actually, I was hoping I could learn how to make one for myself,” I said. 

    I could have been speaking in another language all together from the looks the blacksmith and Mahini both gave me. 

    “Why would you want to learn such a skill, Great One?” Mahini asked. 

    “Think I can’t do the job right or somethin’?” Jax growled. 

    I lifted my hands. “Whoa, hey, no, not at all! It’s quite the opposite, actually. There weren’t many chances to forge swords where I’m from, so I would love the opportunity to try my hand at it.” 

    Mahini glanced at Jaxtom as the big man remained silent. She sighed deeply and stepped closer to me. “A blacksmith’s trade is very sacred to him. Jax’s apprentice has been ill since the last raid, and his recovery has been slow. For him to teach you and ignore the boy is cruel.” 

    “Is it really asking a lot?” I figured masters would want to show off their stuff and teach people the basics at the very least. “I’m not asking for you to take me on full-time, Jax. I just want to try it once.” 

    Of course, my “once” had unlimited uses. 

    The big man crossed his arms and stared at me for a long time. It was like staring into the eyes of an angry bull. One wrong move, one wrong word, and he would charge me with his horns at the ready. 

    “You’ll watch first,” Jax finally growled. “And if you can keep quiet while I show you my technique, maybe I’ll show you a thing or two. Again, you might be a god and all that, but this is my temple.” 

    “Alright, let’s do this!” I let out a whoop and pumped my fists a few times.  

    Mahini’s soft chuckle at my side made my giddiness soar even higher. 

    The two of us sat on Jaxtom’s table as the man tied his thick apron around his middle. He gave the forge a few breaths of air from the bellows on the floor before he picked up two blocks of metal. Then he weighed them back and forth like a scale before putting the left one back down and picking up a new piece. Another quick weighing session happened before he put down the right block. He did this twice more until he was satisfied with the block in his left hand. 

    “Whaddya think?” he asked as he chucked the block of metal at me. 

    I barely caught the thing as I wasn’t expecting him to toss it. The metal block was dense, but it wasn’t as heavy as I would have expected it to be. It was about the size and shape of a brick, with just a little more weight to it. The block had a bit of tarnish to it, so it didn’t shine like I imagined a freshly made sword did. 

    “I dunno,” I mused and handed it to Mahini to test. “I think the sword I’ve got now might be a bit more useful than this thing.” 

    Jaxtom chortled and motioned for Mahini to toss the hunk of metal back at him.  

    She did so without a word, and the blacksmith dropped the block into the open hearth.  

    While the metal heated, Jax selected some of the tools from the wall. He placed each one in a line on the table except for a pair of long thick tongs that he placed in a pouch at the right side of his apron. 

    The blacksmith returned to the hearth and pumped the bellows a few more times to get the metal block red-hot. He then used the tongs to pluck it from the coals and carried it over to the anvil. A sharp ringing filled the air as he struck the metal numerous times with a large hammer. Every few strokes Jax would shift the metal block while also hitting the anvil with the hammer. 

    I gave Mahini a puzzled look at this action, but she merely shook her head and placed a finger to her lips. If I wanted to know, I would have to wait and ask afterwards. 

    Jax continued this process of heating the metal and hitting it with a hammer more than a dozen times. Each turn found the block just a bit more elongated than the last, until it was about the length of my forearm and about two of my thumbs thick. The whole process had taken about twenty minutes. 

    A new tool was added to the current roster as Jax snatched it from the table. It was a long metal wedge that couldn’t have been more than two inches in diameter. The tapered edge was like a chisel, and Jax placed it against the profile of the block of metal. He smacked the hammer against it several times until the wedge sunk in slightly. 

    I had no idea what he was aiming to do. 

    After a few more rounds of heating, Jax slammed the wedge into the metal block even further and followed along an invisible line, until the thing split clean in two. Now he had two sheets of metal that were the length of my forearm, but only half as thick as when he started. 

    “Daggers!” Mahini exclaimed brightly. “Are those for the Great One or do you have a commission?” 

    Jaxtom gave a half-smile as he inspected the two sheets of metal. “Bash can have one if he’d like, but that one he’s got should serve him just fine against the goblins. Elrin wants a fancy gift for the bastard coming to marry Lissy in a few days.” 

    I grinned at Jax’s statement because it was nice to know someone else didn’t care for this stranger coming in to steal Elissa away. I wasn’t much better on paper yet, but I guessed that the God of Time got a few passes for being new around these parts. 

    Not to mention how much of a badass everyone saw me as. 

    “What if I’m the bastard who’s gonna marry Lissy?” I teased. 

    Mahini shot me a surprised look while Jax merely barked out a laugh. “If you manage that one, Bash, you’ll need to sleep with both these daggers under your pillow.” 

    I laughed as the man tossed one of the daggers-to-be into the hearth. 

    Mahini nudged me and tilted her head. “You asked for Elissa’s hand?” 

    “She’s not thrilled with the idea of marrying some duke’s son,” I replied with a shrug. I watched the metal in the forge slowly turn orange. “If I’m saving the town, I may as well save everyone, right?” 

    Those piercing blue eyes of hers flickered in the light of the flames every time Jax pumped the bellows. It made me squirm to have her giving me such a direct stare, and I gripped the edges of the table to keep my hands from shaking. 

    “I’m very fond of Elissa,” she said at last as she turned back to face the flames. I let out the breath I had apparently been holding. “She is not a born fighter, but she has more heart and fire than some of the men here.” 

    “I agree,” I said as I shrugged again. “Worthy of a god, as are you. So, I decided that both of you will be mine.” 

    “Yes, Great One,” Mahini said as she bowed her head slightly to me. “It is a wise decision. We will both serve you well as your women.” 

    Well, shit. That worked pretty damn good the first time without me having to restart.  

    I had expected Mahini to throw a fit about me pledging myself to her and then asking to marry another girl just a short time later. Instead, it seemed as though she strongly approved of the match, and was even hoping that I would be better for Elissa’s flame than the duke’s son. 

    The clanging of Jax using the hammer filled the workshop again and cut off any potential conversation we might have had. After about half an hour more of pounding, the metal sheet was about half its former thickness and was now long enough to include my entire hand. Jax spent another five minutes or so banging on one end until it had a little finger sticking out of it. 

    “The tang,” the blacksmith said in answer to the question my face must have asked. “On a finished sword, it’s where the grip is. I can slide a guard through it and fit a pommel to the end.” 

    He demonstrated this by picking up a thin, gently curved strip of metal with a hole in the center. It didn’t quite fit on the tang he had just made, but the guard slid down an inch before it got caught. 

    “Mister Duke the Third will require somethin’ extra fancy, so this here won’t cut it,” Jax continued as he shimmied the guard back off. “It’ll probably need some etching in it, and probably his initials or something.” 

    The blacksmith sounded so eager to fill this particular order. 

    Jax repeated the tang work on the second dagger-to-be until he had a pair of nearly identical sheets of metal again. Both were squared off at the opposite end, but after another half hour of pounding, they both tapered to a fine point. The edges were still incredibly dull, and the metal looked like it had aged a thousand years. 

    “It’ll take a few more days of work to get it finished up proper, but that’s the start of it.” Jax placed the two blades into the water trough beneath the table, and the metal hissed as it cooled rapidly. “C’mere, Bash, and let’s get you measured for a proper sword.” 

    Jax wiped his hands clean on a cloth as I hopped down from the table. He eyed me up and down, and with the fire of the hearth casting his face in shadow, he looked more like a grizzly bear than a blacksmith.  

    “Right-handed?” His brown eyes studied me hard with a focus on my arms and torso. Without even waiting for my answer, he lifted my right arm straight out and poked at the muscles. He wrapped his hand around my wrist and elbow, and carefully around the muscles of the forearm and bicep. “You’ll need to bulk up a bit more, God of Time, if you want to wield a sword to match your title.” 

    I grinned at him and turned to look at Mahini. “Well, I’ve got a pretty good partner for that, I think.” 

    The mercenary woman tilted her head and furrowed her eyebrows. We had never discussed her training me in any kind of combat. She had no idea that I had seen her fight before, or that I only won my fights because I could repeat them indefinitely, so of course she was confused. 

    That was okay, everyone could be confused. It kinda helped with the “god” motif. 

    “You require a sparring partner?” She thought about it and then nodded. “Yes, I would be honored, Great One. Maybe I will learn from you.” 

    “Perfect!” I said. “Any excuse to spend time with a beautiful woman like you.”  

    “Thank you.” Mahini looked away, but I saw the tint of her cheeks darken just a little bit, and I had to think it wasn’t from the light of the forge. 

    Jax poked and prodded me some more before he was satisfied. “It won’t be ready before you fight the goblins, but I can have the perfect sword done for you in a few days.” 

    “Can’t I try to make it?” I asked. “I may not be a master like you, but I would love to work with a sword I made with my own hands.” 

    The blacksmith laughed from deep in his belly, and the sound filled the forge just like the clanging of his hammer. “You’re more than welcome to try, O Great One, but it’ll take you years to get to my level.” 

    Challenge accepted. 

    I took a deep breath and pulled at the source of my power. The tingling filled me as a new savepoint was created, and I had to fight back the grin. I could live several years in a single moment with this power. I may not be a master standing before him right now, but I would impress the blacksmith and Mahini with my skill before the day was done. 

    Jax selected one of the blocks of metal and handed it over. This one was a bit heavier than the one used for the daggers, but was roughly the same size and shape. Without waiting for instruction, I tossed it into the hearth and gave the bellows a few big pumps. From the nod Jax gave me, I was doing the right thing. 

    “This hammer will be used the most,” he said as he pointed at the tool sitting on the anvil. “It will get the metal into the proper shape. You saw me use the wedge to split the metal in half, but you probably won’t need that for a sword.” 

    He took down a spare apron from the wall, and when I had tied it around my back, he handed over the tongs.  

    Since I already knew what they were used for, I fished the block of metal out of the fire and brought it to the anvil. 

    Jax made the hammering part look easy, and I quickly discovered that it was much harder in practice. 

    The clanging that filled the room wasn’t anywhere near as loud as when the blacksmith pounded the hammer, and the force of the blows seemed to shudder up my entire arm. I didn’t have the same rhythm that Jax did, and when I finally transferred my hunk of metal back into the flames, it was more lumpy than uniform. I chose to ignore the smug look on Jaxtom’s face as I pumped the bellows a few times. 

    What had taken the blacksmith twenty minutes took me nearly an hour. My hunk of metal was not a uniform thickness, although it was at least about the same length Jax’s had been. It wasn’t straight or clean or even nice to look at, and both Mahini and Jax were losing the fight against laughter at the sight of it. 

    Since I didn’t have to split the metal down the center, I shoved the lumpy rectangle back into the flames. I shot a glare at my audience as I pumped the bellows a few more times, and I had to bite back the smile that threatened to form as the two of them laughed. 

    I worked the metal for another two hours until Jax told me the length was suitable for a sword. I managed to get a tang banged out under his strict guidance, and when all was said and done, I had a long, lumpy rectangle that was supposed to end up being a sword. 

    Mahini and Jax filled the forge with laughter, and even I had to admit that the poor thing should be put out of its misery. 

    Chime. 

    I repeated the task of forging my pitiful sword several dozen times, until I was able to pound out the metal into a uniform thickness. The hammer still rattled my bones as I brought it down, but I found my rhythm and technique that kept everything flowing smoothly. 

    Jax’s surprised look was well worth the dozens of reboots when I showed him the completed plank of metal. 

    “How in the hell did ya manage that?” he asked as he sighted the length of the would-be blade. It probably wasn’t straight as an arrow, but I bet it was better than he anticipated my “first” attempt to be. “You sure you’ve never smithed before?” 

    “Nope, this is the first time I’ve ever tried it,” I said smoothly. “How well would you say I’ve done?” 

    “Fine,” he said as he eyed me warily. “Not the best I’ve ever seen, but pretty good for a beginner.” 

    Yeah, I could do better than just “pretty good.” 

    Chime. 

    With all the time in the world, I could literally become a master during my first try at everything. People would think I was some kind of prodigy, and shouldn’t the God of Time be amazing at everything? I may not know magic or how to fight properly with a sword, but both were things I could learn, at least I assumed so when it came to magic. If I could kill everything that stepped across my path, then I could forge the perfect sword on my very first go of it. 

    After a few dozen more tries, what had taken me two hours now took me forty-five minutes or so, and the awed looks on Jax’s and Mahini’s faces was enough to swell my head tenfold. 

    “Why are you guys looking at me like that?” I asked as I tried to feign ignorance. It was hard to keep my voice serious when I knew the answer already. “Did I do something wrong?” 

    “Wrong?” Jax’s voice was barely above a whisper. “I’ve never seen someone try smithing for the first time and produce something like this.” 

    The blade still wasn’t absolutely perfect, but even Jax’s blades had small flaws in the metal. My final attempt was much straighter than the first, and the tang was almost dead center at the end. The thickness was finally uniform, and the only issue I had with it was a small streak in the metal near the very tip. 

    “That’ll grind out, don’t worry,” Jax said, and he must have seen me glaring at the spot. “You’ve done a fine job here, Bash. Might put me outta business.” 

    “The student is only as good as the teacher.” I gave the man a flourished bow.  

    The man roared with laughter, and his hand on my shoulder nearly knocked me to my knees. 

    “So what do you know about armor? And shields?” I asked as I nodded toward a studded round shield in the corner. “Think I could try my hand at those, too?” 

    “You really are trying to run me outta business, boy!” Jax roared. 

    That didn’t stop him from showing me how to forge a sturdy shield and the beginning of a set of armor. 

    It felt like it had been days or weeks when we finally left the forge after all of my attempts, but the sun wasn’t even at its midway point in the sky yet. 

    “I cannot believe you were able to forge not just a sword, but a shield and a pair of bracers so quickly,” Mahini said. “And Jax was absolutely impressed with the quality.” 

    “Helps to be a god,” I shrugged and stretched out a kink in my shoulders. “I only have to be shown something once, and I can usually replicate the results.” 

    “But to that degree?” The mercenary shook her head. “You are always surprising me, Great One.” 

    Her beautiful eyes pierced me like her sword, and it was difficult for me to tear my gaze away from hers. We had other things that needed to get done if we were going to clear out the goblins before the duke’s son arrived, but I planned on taking her to bed as soon as possible. 

    “Elrin said he had maps of the mine and the plains around here we could look at,” I said as we turned down the street toward the man’s house. “And some of the miners might be able to tell us some things about the mine you and the other Golden Swords didn’t know before.” 

    “They will have no new information,” she replied in a grim tone. “Nobody has been inside those tunnels since we were paid to clear them out.” 

    “And you were the only one to survive,” I added when she did not, and then I put my hand on her shoulder and gave it a comforting squeeze. “You weren’t with a god last time. This is a chance to avenge them, and I’m looking forward to spending some quality time killing those monsters with you.” 

    “Yes, Great One. It does sound enjoyable.” I saw the smile on her lips just before she turned away from me. She was getting used to my constant flirting, and it warmed my heart to see her begin to heal from the deaths of her mercenary family. 

    I just had to get her to flirt back, and everything would be perfect. 

    The door to Elrin’s house opened, and several of the townsmen were milling about in front and within. They parted like the sea as Mahini and I approached, and many of them mumbled my title with a curt bow as I passed. 

    My reboots from the day before allowed me to refer to them each by name, and I spent some time chatting with them about their families and whatever troubles I had learned from them. They were all happy to oblige the conversations, and they seemed to delight in the special treatment I gave them. 

    These were my people now, and I had to do everything I could to protect them. 

    Elrin appeared after a few minutes of chatting and beckoned us all inside. The men filed in behind Mahini and I, and they chattered quietly as Elrin led the way into the dining hall. The table was littered with papers that I could only assume were maps of the area. Two men were studying the maps and occasionally said something that didn’t quite reach my ears. When Elrin cleared his throat, the two men looked up and stood straighter. 

    “Sebastian, these men here have scouted the mine entrance numerous times since the goblins drove us out.” Elrin pointed to first the man on the left, and then the one on the right. “Willihard and Niconor.” 

    Willihard had that stretched out sort of look that teenage boys usually got when they went through puberty. From the facial hair decorating his jaw, I guessed that he was only a little older than me. His hair was dirty-blond, and he wore a full set of leather armor. A shortsword poked out from his left hip, a full quiver of arrows dangled from his right, and a bow was slung across his back. 

    Niconor looked as if he was Willihard’s father. He had the same dirty-blond hair and rugged beard going, but where Willihard had hazel eyes, Niconor had dark brown. He also wore a full set of padded armor, but there was a well-made chestplate over his torso, and his right arm was encased in armor. His sword was slightly longer than Willihard’s, probably a longsword, and the hilt stuck out several inches from his left hip where his hand rested. A large shield was slung across his back, and from the angle, I couldn’t tell what it looked like aside from the fact that it was wooden. 

    “You can just call me Will, Great One,” the younger man said as he strode forward with his hand out. His grip was firm as he shook my hand. “And I’ll call you Bash, if that’s alright?” 

    “More than alright, Will,” I replied with a grin. “And this is your father, am I correct?” 

    Niconor didn’t even bat an eyelash. “You are correct, Great One. It is an honor to meet you.” 

    I knew right away he’d get pissed if I tried to call him Nico. 

    “These are the maps you requested, Sebastian,” Elrin said with a sweeping gesture toward the table. “And the men I assembled are all of my miners. I thought we could all sit down and help you come up with a plan of attack.” 

    He may not have wanted to give his daughter to me, especially if her fiancé was on his way with an army, but Elrin clearly wanted to do everything in his power to get rid of the goblins. From the looks of the other miners, it was obviously a shared sentiment. The town’s survival rested upon the destruction of the goblins. 

    And everyone here thought I could do it. 

    Of course, I could. I was a god, after all. 

    “Okay. What can you tell me about the mine?” I asked as I dragged one of the maps closer to me. 

    “It’s a copper mine,” Will said immediately, and he pulled over a piece of paper that had all kinds of numbers on it. “This was what we were mining on a daily basis, and this is how much of it went to the Duke of Bullard.” 

    A large amount was given to their liege lord, but it was easy to see that even with that accounted for, the town was able to sell off the rest and make a good profit. The goblins had dropped that number to zero, and I would wager my ability to reset time that this duke was starting to get pissed off that the mine had all but dried up. 

    “How many tunnels are there?” I asked as I turned back to my map. 

    “The main tunnel loops around in the first section of it,” Niconor said as he pointed to my map. “There are a few branches that lead to pockets we have already mined, but the tunnels go much deeper. We hadn’t mapped them out properly before the goblins came.” 

    “How much deeper?” I asked. “Is there another way in?” 

    Elrin shook his head. “We were all set to start another entrance when they came down from the mountains. We thought about tunneling in behind them, but they’re like a bunch of angry ants protecting their nest. We can’t get close, even during the day. They swarm and attack.” 

    My map showed three large pockets on either side of the main entrance to the mine, with a much larger pocket deeper inside the mountain. Niconor saw where I was looking and tapped his finger at the large room. 

    “That’s supposed to be a halfway point where we can keep any excess ore between shipments. There’s only one larger tunnel leading further in and maybe two or so pockets.” He looked around at the men who all nodded in agreement. “Goblins aren’t the best at mining, but there’s always a possibility of them digging further in.” 

    “How many of the little bastards am I going to have to deal with?” I asked as I looked at the group. “Fifty? A hundred?” 

    “We do not know for certain, Great One,” Mahini said in a low voice, and her troubled eyes met mine. “We know they have a leader, and that there are at least two guards inside the main tunnel only a few hundred yards from the entrance…” 

    “Okaaay, not the best news, but I can work with that.” I drew my eyes over every curve in the map as if it would tell me what I needed to know. “What about weapons? Did you have anything inside the mine when they took it?” 

    “Just picks,” Elrin replied. “And a few torches. The mercenaries had weapons when they came to help, but...” 

    His brown eyes flashed to Mahini. The warrior didn’t flinch, but I could see the pain swimming in her blue eyes like sharks. 

    “So no real headcount and the possibility of them having weapons used by the Golden Swords. That makes things a bit more difficult…” I tore my eyes away from the map and gave all of my attention to Mahini. “What do you think?” 

    She may not have seen as much of the inner workings of the tunnels as the miners, but she had gone in there and fought against the goblin horde. If anyone had a solid plan for me to build off of, it was Mahini. 

    “The first thing to do is to clear out these rooms here.” Her focus was on the leftmost side of the mine, and she traced her fingers along the path to the larger room at the far end. “The pockets would be a good place for the goblins to use for sleeping and eating or whatever else they do. This path will get us to the large room the fastest, and if we can take out their leader, the rest should just flee.” 

    As I expected, it was a solid plan that was flexible enough to adjust as we learned more about what we were actually facing. I doubted it would be as easy as just killing the leader, but I kept the negativity to myself. We would know for certain soon enough. 

    When Mahini’s fingers didn’t immediately lift from the map, I looked up. Her eyes were filled with pain and guilt, and I knew she was remembering what had happened the last time she had entered the mine. 

    “The Golden Swords were ambushed here,” she said as her quivering fingers pointed at a junction. It seemed like a short distance from the larger room at the back, but I doubted the map was actually to scale. “They came out of the room on the left and surrounded us.” 

    I covered her hand with my own, and when she managed to tear her eyes from the map, I smiled at her. “We will avenge them, Mahini.” 

    “Thank you, Great One.” She closed her eyes and then gave me the slightest of nods. 

    “How many men would you like to take, Sebastian?” Elrin asked me as a way to totally kill the mood between Mahini and I. “Every man in this room is more than capable within the mine, and I’m sure they would be honored to fight at your side.” 

    There was a whole chorus of agreement, and a few men even insisted I take them along. I looked around at the group and noted the strength in their arms and the fire in their eyes. I had no doubt they would fight to the last man to protect their mine and their homes, but I didn’t really need them. Between Mahini’s skill and my time manipulation, we could easily take on the goblin horde alone. 

    “I’m not taking any men with me,” I said, and nearly everyone in the room gasped aside from Mahini.  

    “But--” one of them began to say, but I waved my hand to cut him off. 

    “Too many of us in such a small space will just get crowded and make things unnecessarily difficult,” I snickered. “I need space to move.” 

    “You can’t seriously be thinking of going by yourself?” Elrin asked. “You were impressive with the kobolds, but goblins are tricky little devils.” 

    “I never said I was going alone,” I replied. “I told you before that I had Mahini at my side.” 

    “You’re going to take on the goblins… just the two of you?” Elrin asked in disbelief. 

    “I could probably do it alone, but she needs to avenge her family.” I shrugged. “Do you disapprove?” 

    “Yes,” Elrin huffed. “You can’t--” 

    “I don’t give a fuck if you approve or not,” I cut him off. “The question was rhetorical. I am your god, and you will do as I say. Then, when I return, we will have a feast to celebrate. Does everyone here understand?” 

    “Yes, Great One,” the men gathered around the table all said in unison. 

    “And you?” I looked to Mahini. 

    “Yes, Great One,” she whispered, but now only adoration swam in her eyes, instead of the pain. 
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    Chapter 7 

    “Please reconsider this plan, Sebastian,” Elrin said for the hundredth time as we approached Caelia’s store. His eyes flashed in my direction every few steps, and I knew that he had so much more he wanted to say. “Even one more person would--” 

    “Just get in the way,” I finished with a sigh. “I get where you’re coming from, Elrin, but trust me. Mahini and I can handle this.” 

    “I’ll be the first to admit that your skill against the kobold horde was beyond any of our dreams,” the burly man continued to badger, “but we don’t know how many goblins there are, and you’re going to be in their territory.” 

    “Theirs?” I grinned. “I thought it was yours?” 

    The town’s leader garbled something completely unintelligible and shot me an angry glare. His heart and logic were both in the right place, but he didn’t know everything that I did. He wouldn’t have those lines creasing his forehead if he knew the truth of my powers. 

    There was no more arguing from Elrin after that because we reached Caelia’s storefront. The petite brunette let out a small squeak when she spotted me, but her eyes lit up when she heard why we were there. 

    “Supplies?” She tilted her head and furrowed her brow. “For taking out the goblins? Wouldn’t you be better off speaking with Jax?” 

    “Mahini’s asking him about weapons and armor now,” I said with a shrug. “But we’re gonna need some food and equipment for camping out, too, and you’re the best woman for the job.” 

    “O-Oh, right! Of course!” 

    The beautiful shopkeeper beckoned me inside and led me around the store. It was much smaller than anything back home, even the little Mom-and-Pop stores that were quickly going out of style. I counted a grand total of eight shelving units, and I had to bite my tongue when I saw the state of them. I had never really had to deal with anything vital to survival being out of stock back home. Certain foods might have been suffering a shortage, but there was always some kind of alternative available. 

    “This is insane,” I muttered to myself. 

    There was only one canvas tent available to us and blankets came from Caelia’s own home. There wasn’t a single foot of rope, no canteens, no matches, no tarps, and that was nothing to the food. It was good that we would be back for dinner the following night. 

    “I wish we had fresh vegetables for you,” Caelia said with wavering eyes, and I noticed that the preserves shelf was completely empty when she placed two jars into one of the packs. “But if you think you’ll be back by tomorrow night, these should be enough.” 

    I placed my hand over hers on the drawstring of the bag. She jolted under my touch, and her red cheeks darkened further with a blush. 

    “This right here will be the difference between life and death,” I assured her. “I just know it.” 

    “N-No, that’s not…” she stammered. “I wish I could do more…” 

    “You’ve done great, Caelia,” I said as I tilted her chin up to look into her eyes. “Just leave everything else to me, okay? I’m your god, and I will take care of you. Remember?” 

    Her mouth fell open in a light gasp, and her eyes sparkled with hope as she nodded. She was too cute to resist, so I placed a gentle kiss on her forehead. 

    It must have fried her brain a bit because she stammered out a sentence that didn’t make any sense before she bolted for the door leading to her home. The door slammed behind her with enough force to rattle the few bottles still left on the shelves nearby, and I couldn’t help but chuckle. 

    “She seems… enamored with you.” Elrin frowned and shook his head. 

    “Everyone should be,” I snickered as I walked out the door of the shop. “I’m about to save this village of yours.” 

    The old fart just didn’t understand the value of a cute girl. 

    We made our way to the northern entrance of the town, opposite from where the horde had made their stand. There was a group of men slogging away in the dirt to build a new trench. A newly-made spike barrier was also being constructed, and Elrin had other men working on some kind of temporary gates to pull across the entrances for extra protection. 

    Why this wasn’t done sooner, I had no idea, but after I was finished killing off all the goblins, I’d start calling the shots around here and get the town running efficiently. 

    Mahini met up with us at the entrance with Jax close behind. They carried what looked like a complete set of plate armor and half the weapons in the blacksmith’s shop. 

    “You’re gonna have to use one of my blades, Bash,” Jax growled with a twinkle in his eye. “I know you’re lookin’ forward to your own sword, but this’ll serve you better than that junk you’ve already got.” 

    He handed over the sword hanging off his shoulder, and I inspected it. The sheath was humbly decorated, but the blade let out a satisfying hiss as I drew it out. It was a one-handed knight’s sword, like the pathetic one from the catacombs, and its edge looked deadly since there were no dents or chips missing. The stats that popped up when I touched it were nothing to sneeze at either, which just goes to show what a real professional can do. 

    Durability – 100% 

    Weight – 2.7lbs 

    Quality – High 

    Magical Aspect – None 

    Magical Ability – None 

    “His own sword?” Elrin questioned. “What do you mean?” 

    “Our god here’s gonna run me outta business!” Jax roared with laughter. “He was at my shop this mornin’ forging with skills I’ve never seen before. Swords, shields, armor. This guy’s a natural! Well… I suppose he is a god.” 

    I shrugged at Elrin’s startled look, and I returned the sword to its sheath. The two men spoke about my amazing skills while I inspected the armor Jax had brought. The chestplate was just a smooth dome of metal, and I imagined making my own with some kind of crest on it. What would the crest of the God of Time be? Maybe I would be inspired by the fight against the goblins. 

    I drummed my fingers where I might have the crest made, and I nearly dropped it when a stat box popped up. I thought only weapons had stats, but it made sense for all equipment to also have stats. 

    Durability – 100% 

    Weight – 5.9lbs 

    Quality – High 

    Magical Aspect – None 

    Armor Tier – 4 

    “Let me help you,” Mahini said. Her slender fingers seemed to spark when they touched my hand, but she didn’t seem to react, so she must not have felt it. “You won’t need to wear all of the armor until the battle, but it would be best to make sure it fits while we’re still in town.” 

    The warrior woman started by draping a padded shirt over my head. The sleeves were a little stiff and awkward at first, but after flexing my arms a few times, I got used to it. 

    “This will keep the metal hinges from pinching your skin,” the dark-haired goddess explained as she wrapped the chestplate around my torso. “It also adds a bit more resistance before the blade can touch your skin.” 

    “I feel like I’ve become your life-sized doll, actually,” I said with a grin. 

    She gave me a smile, but then she focused on her work dressing me up. After the chestplate came the piece of armor that covered my thighs. Having her hands so close to the goods was very distracting, and when she spoke to me, I couldn’t hear her over the pounding of blood in my ears. I just stood there and nodded like a fool, and I tried to think of anything besides the beautiful woman caressing my thigh while she put on my armor. 

    “Are you alright, Great One?” She kneeled before me with her head tilted slightly. 

    “Yeah, I’m fine, just occupied with godly thoughts.” I blinked a few times to get rid of the haze filling my brain. “I’ve never worn armor before, since I’m a god and all.” 

    “It suits you,” she said with a smile. “Even gods should have protection, and you look quite handsome in the armor.” 

    “Well, fuck it, then,” I said. “I’m never taking this off.” 

    Mahini rewarded me with one of her melodic laughs. While she was busying herself with the bags from Caelia, I tapped on the different parts of the armor to check the stats. 

    The greaves, thigh pieces, and both the upper and forearm parts were identical, and each individual piece had its own stats: 

    Durability – 100% 

    Weight – 2.2lbs 

    Quality – High 

    Magical Aspect – None 

    Armor Tier – 3 

    The shoulder guards were fairly close to the other pieces of armor in weight: 

    Durability – 100% 

    Weight – 2.4lbs 

    Quality – High 

    Magical Aspect – None 

    Armor Tier – 3 

    The last was the helmet, but I didn’t need to put it on until we actually reached the mine. It was a single curved piece that fit snugly on my head with a long piece that came down to protect my nose. The sides came in to protect my cheekbones, but my chin and throat were exposed. Mahini assured me that goblins were too short to be able to reach and slice my throat open, and it was the best that Jax had on such short notice. 

    Durability – 100% 

    Weight – 3.8lbs 

    Quality – High 

    Magical Aspect – None 

    Armor Tier – 3 

    I wasn’t given a pair of metal boots to walk around in, and I couldn’t have been happier. Not only did it seem like they would be super uncomfortable, I was growing fond of the boots Torya had given me. The greaves fit well over the leather without making my feet feel like they were suffocating, and I knew once I broke them in that they would be just as comfortable as the sneakers I had back home. 

    The sun was rapidly approaching the horizon to the west by the time we were ready to set out. The men stopped their digging to see us off, and I made sure to shake the hands of every single one of them. 

    “You guys are gonna have to look after the place while I’m gone,” I said. “I’m trusting you with the protection of the town.” 

    The men smiled and nodded with the comment, and more than one of them saluted me as I walked past. I was rapidly rising to the ranks of leader of this small town, despite the fact that I had only been here a day. 

    “Gotta love being a god,” I said to myself. 

    Jax shook my hand at the gate, but he had nothing to say to me. I wondered if he knew I wouldn’t need luck, and, really, he didn’t seem like the type to make a big deal of goodbyes, anyway. It wasn’t like I was going away for more than a day. The time to really celebrate was when I came back after clearing the mine out. 

    “Are you absolutely sure you don’t want to bring anyone else with you, Sebastian?” Elrin asked for the final time. When I shook my head, he let out a deep sigh. “I would feel more at ease if you did, but I will not argue any further. You are the god, after all.” 

    The man held his hand out to me, and after I shook it, he did the same with Mahini. The woman seemed surprised, but she shook the mayor’s hand and gave him a courteous bow. 

    “May providence follow you on this path, O Great One, and may you return to us soon,” Elrin said as he made some kind of gesture in the air, and I figured it was kind of like a Christian drawing a cross as a blessing. I probably needed to figure out the actual religions in this world, but that all could wait until after I took care of these goblins. 

    After all, I had plenty of time to enjoy this new life in this new world. 

    We followed the established path from the town that led to the mine. It was a little over half an hour from the town when the men were slowed by mule-drawn carts, but Mahini and I were able to keep a steady pace going that ate up the distance like a contestant at a hotdog-eating contest. The brisk pace and the weight of our packs kept conversation to a minimum, and once the town disappeared, all of my senses jumped to high alert. The grass of the plains could be hiding any manner of threats, and the wildlife of this world didn’t seem as terrified of humans as they were back home. It wasn’t hard to picture a cougar or leopard or manbearpig stalking us as we trekked across the plains. 

    If we were suddenly attacked, my hack-and-slash methods would work after a few dozen Chimes, but I figured that actually learning how to use my weapons from an expert would probably mean a more efficient use of my time. I needed some kind of formal training, and I was walking right next to a teacher. 

    “I suppose this is the perfect time,” I muttered to myself as I created a new save point. I then came to a stop and put my bags on the ground. “Hey Mahini, I have a favor to ask.” 

    “Yes, Great One?” the desert warrior asked as she came to a stop. 

    “I need you to teach me how to use a sword,” I said as I drew my blade. “I’ve only used my dagger, and this new blade just feels heavy.” 

    “In the middle of this field?” she asked as she furrowed her brow. 

    “Well, we can move around easily out here,” I said. 

    I expected her to argue with me and say that since I was the God of Time, I would have no problem switching from a dagger to a sword. I was ready to respawn and try a different tactic, but after a long pause, the desert woman nodded. 

    “Yes, I will teach you,” she said. “First, it appears that you are holding the grip incorrectly.” 

    Mahini placed her bags beside mine and then ran me through the basics of my grip. Then she went through a few various defensive stances. The point was to remain tense enough to not get knocked over but still flexible enough so that movement was easy and almost fluid. She demonstrated her own movements several times, and it was hard to concentrate on what she was doing rather than the way her body moved, but Mahini was patient with me even when she caught me staring. 

    I practiced my stance for her, and after a few minor adjustments, she was satisfied with the result. 

    “As long as you keep your weight on the balls of your feet, you’ll be able to move quickly in any direction,” she said. “Just be sure not to lean too far forward or too far back.” 

    Next was the actual sword fighting, and it all boiled down to parrying and counter attacks. 

    “Efficiency plays a big part, but if you can hit your opponent, you can win,” Mahini instructed. “We will not fight for real, as we do not have practice blades, but let’s try a few rounds until you get the hang of it.” 

    “Perfect,” I said as the desert goddess got into position opposite me. I wanted to master sword fighting, not just get the hang of it. 

    The first round of sparring was pretty much just us hitting our swords together while she instructed me to shift positions, advance, or retreat. It was almost like dancing in a way, and I couldn’t think of a better partner to have. After a few minutes of back and forth, Mahini gave me the chance to get past her defenses and land an attack. 

    The woman moved like a cat and seemed to know what I was going to do even before I did. Her sword caught mine at every turn, and even though I was the one who was supposed to try to land hits, she smacked me with the flat of her blade over and over again. 

    “You left yourself wide open,” she said. “Without a shield, you need to protect yourself with your sword or your armor will take a beating.” 

    She deemed the session over after about an hour, and I pulled at my power to try again. 

    Chime. 

    “Hey, Mahini, I have a favor to ask.” 

    “Yes, Great One?” the desert warrior asked as she came to a stop. 

    “I need you to spar with me a bit,” I said as I drew my blade. “Can you look at my stances and make sure they are efficient?” 

    “You need my help, Great One?” she asked as she bit her lip with a bit of confusion. 

    “Yeah,” I snickered as I raised my blade. “Let’s go. How is my long stance?” 

    My stance passed her inspection, although she still gave me the same advice as before. We ran through the basics of sword fighting in a flash, and then she opened it up to a proper sparring session. I still left myself open more than I should have, but I was learning the desert woman’s moves. 

    The second round lasted a bit longer than the first, and I respawned again when she declared the sparring at an end. 

    Chime. 

    My repeated movements became more natural as well, and although Mahini was still able to smack me with the flat of her blade a few times, I started landing my own blows. By the time I hit attempt number twenty, the parallel to dancing became even more apparent, as we continued to lunge for one another only to leap away again. Mahini would come so close at times that I could feel her breath on my lips, and it was a wonder I didn’t drop my sword and just ravish her right there. I continued to practice with the desert woman, but I lost count somewhere around the sixtieth Chime, and then we kept going over and over, until I could easily predict her movements as soon as she gave even the tiniest hint in her shoulders or hips. 

    Chime. 

    Chime. 

    Chime. 

    “Your form is excellent,” she said with a smile. “I’m not sure why you asked me to spar with you. We should save our energy for the mine.” 

    “I’ve had a lot of practice,” I chuckled. “Let’s go a bit faster this time, I’ll try not to hurt you.” 

    “This time?” she tilted her head to the side. 

    “Just don’t hold back!” I laughed as I lunged forward with my blade out. 

    This might have been the two-hundredth time, or maybe it was the thousandth time, but I easily danced around her strikes, smacked her thighs and ass with the flat of my blade, disarmed her with a flick of my wrist, and then pulled her muscular body to me as I let out a low purr.  

    Mahini gasped as our chests and hips slid together, and her blue eyes glanced down at my lips with equal parts surprise and hunger. 

    “You are very skilled with your sword, Great One,” she whispered. 

    “I had a good teacher,” I whispered. 

    “Who?” she asked. 

    “You,” I whispered. 

    “You… You say the strangest things, Great One.” Mahini’s cheeks darkened from the compliment. “We’ve only sparred for half a minute, and it is quite clear that you outmatch me.”  

    “I’ve known you for longer than you can possibly imagine,” I whispered. “I’m quite in love with you, Mahini. I’ve never met anyone as wonderful, steadfast, and as beautiful as you. You’ve made every second on this world enjoyable, and I’m eager to avenge the death of your family by killing all these fucking goblins.” 

    Her mouth hung open, and she blinked a few times at my words. 

    “So, let’s get to it then,” I said as I slowly pulled my arm from around her lower back so she could slide away from me. “There are goblins to murder.”  

     “Y-y-yes… Great One.” The warrior-woman quickly bent down to pick up her bags, and then we continued on our walk.  

    Mahini walked a few steps in front of me, since she knew the area better than I did, but she kept glancing back over her shoulder at me every minute or so with a dumbfounded expression on her stoic face. 

    The poor girl just couldn’t figure me out, but I was okay with that. Gods should be weird and eccentric. 

    After about twenty or so minutes of hiking, Mahini began to angle toward the trees to the west. I glanced in the opposite direction as I followed her, since I knew the mine was situated at the base of the Great Mountain, but the path continued to cut through the tall grass for a while yet. 

    “Shouldn’t we be going that way?” I asked her as I pointed toward the east. “The mine is over there.” 

    “Yes, but goblins are nocturnal, and we should attack them at dawn,” the desert goddess said. She stopped when she realized I wasn’t following her. “That is the plan, isn’t it?” 

    “Let’s do it now,” I said. “Night is only just beginning, so they’ll still be tired.” 

    She was silent for a bit as she stared at the western forest. I wondered if she was trying to put off the fighting for as long as possible. It couldn’t be easy for her to go into the mine where the Golden Swords were slaughtered, and I could only imagine the inner turmoil she would be feeling when we crossed that threshold. 

    “If we wanted to attack at dawn, we could just stay in town,” I added when she remained quiet. “But that would mean we would spend all night making love, and we might not wake up in the morning.” 

    Mahini spun around so fast that I could almost hear the joints cracking in her neck. Her face was deep red, and her eyes were open as wide as possible. 

    “That’s--But--We can’t--” she stammered. 

    “We can,” I replied, “but I can see you’re not quite ready for that yet. Once we clear out the mine, we’ll talk some more. I am a god, but I still have needs, as do you. We belong to each other now, so we will be lovers.” 

    “I see…” she whispered, and she cleared her throat as she looked away from me. 

    God damn, the stoic warrior woman was so sexy when she blushed. 

    “Work before play, though. Time to kill some goblins and avenge your fallen mercenary band. Let’s get to the murdering.” I stepped back onto the path leading to the mine and continued to follow it. There was a long pause before I heard Mahini’s fast footsteps as she trotted to catch up to me. 

    “Forgive me for being blunt, Great One, but this idea is crazy,” the desert woman whispered, and when I glanced at her, her cheeks were still rosy with her blush. “We will have a harder time eliminating the goblins by attacking at night.” 

    “Yeah, but I’m a god.” I shrugged. “We’ll breeze through the place before the little assholes even know what hit them. If we are tired afterward, we can camp-- that’s why I wanted us to bring the supplies, but I’d rather just get this over with so you can I can focus on more pleasurable things.” 

    “Yes… Great One.” Mahini whispered and shook her head. She may not believe me now, but she was going to be quite impressed with me at the end of this. 

    The dirt path of the plains turned to gravel for a few yards into the grass, and it led straight to the entrance to the mine. Mahini and I followed it, but kept to the side to avoid our footsteps crunching on the gravel. We had no cover now that we were out of the tall grass, but it was easy to slip behind the trees at the edge of the path if we needed to. 

    The entrance to the mine was a dark hole in the side of the mountain that was held up by a pair of thick wooden columns and a crossbeam. A pair of lanterns hung from each of the columns, but neither of them were lit. A pile of picks sat to the right of the entrance, and as we had expected, a pair of goblins stood at each side of the dark hole. 

    They were short creatures, maybe about three feet tall, but were quite muscular for something of their sizes. Their skin was mottled green and black, and they each wore a set of leather armor. Their hands were much longer than that of a human, with most of the length accounting for their branchlike fingers, and I had to imagine their feet were the same. Their faces were kind of squashed when compared to a human’s, with large black eyes, a huge carrot-like nose, and ears that were almost as long as my dagger’s blade. Each was standing with a spear in the upright position, and a sheath at their hip concealed a blade of some sort. They were more alert than I had been expecting, and they looked like they would put up quite a fight if I had been alone. 

    Good thing I had a badass warrior woman on my side. 

    Mahini put her finger to her lips and made several hand gestures toward the goblins and the trees. It took me a minute to figure out that she wanted us to split up and attack the two of them together. Once I understood, I gave her a quick nod. She nodded back and then darted across the path, leaping over the gravel like some kind of graceful deer. 

    I admired her lean figure until it disappeared into the trees, and then I made a new save point. 

    With a deep breath, I made my way toward the entrance and did everything in my power to keep my armor from creaking. Jax must have done a fantastic job oiling the joints because the metal only clinked if I moved too quickly. It was slow going, but when I finally reached a good ambush point, I signalled to Mahini on the other side. 

    She nodded, and we pounced. 

    The goblins didn’t even know what hit them. Mahini had her sword through the goblin on the right before it had even swung its head around in her direction. I had gotten really good at moving in my armor from the sparring sessions with Mahini, and by the time my goblin raised its spear, I was already slicing my new sword across its throat. Thick black blood oozed from the wound and seeped into the goblin’s leather armor like some kind of sludge. 

    “Ewww, that’s gross!” I said as I kicked the dead creature away from me. 

    “Shh!” Mahini hissed as she rushed to my side. “There are more guards just inside, Great One!” 

    “Meh…” I shrugged and drew my dagger as we slipped into the entrance of the mine. The gray light of dawn faded back into darkness as we made our way in deeper. Torches should have lined the wall every few feet, but since goblins were sensitive to the flames, they had snuffed out the majority of the light sources. The entrance tunnel was completely dark, but light at the end told us that the goblins kept some of the torches burning. 

    This was gonna be fun. 

    Two more goblins were waiting for us at the end of our tunnel. They stood as alert as the two outside, and they fell just as easily as Mahini and I leaped from the shadows. I was pretty much a professional swordsman at this point, so we killed them quickly and avoided making any scuffling noises that would alert the other goblins. 

    That point in the tunnel acted like a junction, with a new tunnel leading off to the left and the right. A small alcove sat at the back wall, and only one of the two torches here was lit. A barrel filled with unused torches sat just inside the recess, and Mahini grabbed one and lit it with the burning torch on the wall. 

    As the flames filled the area with light, I was able to get a better look at our surroundings. As per the maps, there were large wooden beams acting as supports for both of the tunnels leading away. The walls were roughly carved, were made of a mixture of dirt and rock, and some kind of mineral sparkled in the cracks when the firelight hit them just right. The ground was mostly trampled earth, and it muffled even my metal-filled footsteps. 

    “Are you okay?” I whispered to Mahini. “I don’t know how far you and the Golden Swords got before, but--” 

    “Do not worry, Great One,” the desert warrior said with conviction. “I will not let you down.” 

    I studied her expression for a long moment. Her blue eyes were filled with determination, but they swept around the junction as if remembering the battle that had happened here only a week ago. Were her ears filled with the echoes of her companions dying? Would we come across their bodies or patches of blood soaked ground? 

    I hoped the goblins had disposed of the bodies if only to save the stoic goddess from having to see their corpses again. 

    Mahini gestured for me to take the lead down the leftmost path. I nodded and headed down the tunnel with my two weapons held at the ready. I couldn’t hear anything moving up ahead, but I wasn’t about to take any chances. My heart was pounding in my chest, and I willed it to calm down. My deaths might always be painful, but I was never in any real danger since I could just reset. 

    I was literally incapable of perma-death, so I had nothing to worry about. 

    Something glittered on the floor in the torchlight, but before I could figure out what it was, the tunnel filled with the cackling of goblins ahead. One of the creatures darted forward, just out of my reach, and when I took a step to confront it, the worst pain of my life shot up my left leg. 

    The bones in my ankle crunched as a pair of powerful jaws sprang up from the ground. Metal teeth dug into my flesh, and I felt the blood trickling out of the new wounds. I let out a scream as my leg collapsed beneath me, and I soon saw my attacker was a large bear trap. It must have been the glittering that I had seen. 

    Mahini shouted from behind me and dropped the torch she was holding, but her attack didn’t matter in the end. 

    Barely five minutes in and I was taken out by a freaking bear trap, but that’s okay. I expected to do this a few dozen times, maybe even a few hundred. 

    Chime. 

    I took a deep breath, and Mahini and I took care of the first set of goblins guards without any problems. I even kept my mouth shut this time when the black sludge oozed from the goblin’s throat, and the warrior woman gave me a nod when she saw how cleanly I’d murdered the green-skinned asshole. 

    The inner goblins went down just as easily, and I took my own torch from the barrel before heading down the left tunnel. 

    “Don’t you want to light it?” Mahini asked in a whisper. 

    “Naw,” I snickered. “I need it for the trap up ahead.” 

    She gave me a puzzled look, but didn’t question me as I led the way down the tunnel. When we came across the bear trap, I shoved the butt of the torch down and quickly drew my hand away as the metal teeth snapped the torch like a twig. Mahini let out a gasp, but I was already taking on the goblin that had taunted me before. 

    The creature must not have expected me to know where the trap was because it didn’t even try to defend itself. One minute it was sneering at me, and the next it was spraying black sludge everywhere from the open wound in its belly. A second goblin leaped out of the shadows, and I was able to parry its attack, even though I hadn’t really expected it. 

    It wouldn’t be long before I was breezing through my new life here and not have to chime with every fight. 

    Mahini came up from behind and thrust her sword through my attacker’s throat. I covered her as a third goblin appeared, and when it was parrying my sword, I drew my dagger and sliced it across the face. Mahini swung her torch at two more goblins, and when they shuffled back, I lunged forward and drove my sword into the left goblin’s chest. 

    The second goblin swung its dagger at me, but I parried it right into Mahini’s sword. Its arm fell off in a spray of black sludge, and its scream was cut off as I drew my dagger across its throat. 

    “We make a pretty good team,” I said with a smile. 

    Mahini answered with her own smile before touching the flame of her torch to an unlit one on the wall. She did the same on the opposite side, and the tunnel was flooded with light. 

    “If we do this the whole length of the tunnel, we should be able to keep our enemies from circling around us,” she pointed out. 

    “You are a genius,” I purred. 

    “Thank you, Great One,” she whispered. 

    “Let’s check the map.” I sheathed my dagger and pulled the map out of the small space between the armor on my forearm and the padded shirt beneath. The first room was just up ahead, and I guessed that was where this first group of goblins had come from. I led the way, and the tunnel curved off to the left after about ten steps. Mahini lit the torches at the junction before we slipped into the room. 

    There was nothing interesting waiting for us. The goblins had clearly been using the room as a sleeping space because the floor was littered with dried grass and animal skins, and the air was filled with the stench of what I could only assume was goblin shit. 

    “Ugh, let’s get outta here,” I groaned as I covered my nose with the back of my map hand. 

    We left the room behind and continued along the main branch. There were no other bear traps buried in the ground, and every time we came across a new set of torches, Mahini paused to light them up. Thick wooden supports held up the tunnel every ten feet or so. 

    Three goblins seemed to materialize after we stepped past the third set of supports. They sprang forward with evil grins on their faces, and two sets of jagged daggers came swinging at my iron-clad legs while the third goblin jabbed its spear at Mahini with a cackle. 

    I dodged one of the daggers, but the second skipped across my armor with a piercing tinny sound. I swung my sword up and caught the left goblin across the nose, and its black sludge blood splashed onto the ground as it screamed. I slipped my dagger into the other goblin’s side as it drew back for another attack, and while it staggered to its death, I silenced the shrieking one with my dagger to its spine. 

    Mahini had already finished off her spear-goblin and retrieved her torch. She had to backtrack to the last set of torches since hers went out, but the light that filled the tunnel was a warm presence. 

    “This seems too easy,” I muttered. Everyone had said that goblins were trickier than kobolds, but so far the battle was going really well. “If they’re supposed to be more active at night, why aren’t there more of them coming at us?” 

    Mahini’s face was twisted with worry, but she had no answer for me besides a shrug. My only guess was that we had attacked too early, and the beasts were still sleeping or eating their breakfasts somewhere. 

    It beat the alternative of them knowing we were coming somehow. 

    The tunnel continued to curve around as we followed the trampled path. Mahini stopped to light torches every few feet, and I kept my eyes on the ground as much as possible to detect any more bear traps. But other than the distant giggling of goblins, it seemed pretty quiet. 

    The closer we got to the junction where the Golden Swords had been ambushed, the more rapid Mahini’s breathing became. She may have meant the words she said at the entrance, but it was clear that returning to these tunnels was triggering her PTSD. I had never personally known anybody who had lived through trauma like that, so I didn’t really know the best way to comfort her. 

    Probably by killing every single goblin in this place. 

    “This is it,” I breathed as we reached the junction. 

    The torch filled the intersection with fiery light, and after Mahini lit some of the other torches, we could see for several feet in all directions. We stood back to back for a long time, and I tried to keep my heart rate down with slow deep breaths. If there was going to be an ambush, we were ready for it. 

    Nothing happened. 

    There was no sound as we stood there. No giggling goblins, no swords being drawn, not even the sound of dripping water. Only our breathing cut through the silence, and the longer we stood there without any incidents, the quieter our breathing became. Even Mahini seemed to calm down with each passing minute. 

    “I don’t hear anything,” I whispered. “Should we check the rooms first?” 

    “T-t-that might be best,” she stuttered. 

    I examined her face in the torchlight and could tell she was tortured by indecision. Every instinct must have been screaming at her to avenge her fallen comrades and to defend the town by killing every last goblin she could find, but the terrors she had lived through were haunting her every step in these tunnels, and I couldn’t help but think she just wanted to kill the leader and get out as quickly as possible. 

    “Don’t worry,” I finally said as I turned toward the room on the left. “I will protect you. You are mine, and I won’t let anything happen to you, Mahini. Do you believe in me?” 

    “Yes… Great One.” The desert warrior nodded and seemed to push all of her feelings behind that stoic mask of hers. She was terrified, but she was ready to fight at my side anyway. 

    I was absolutely in love with her, and after we killed all these goblins and avenged her family, I was sure she’d be in love with me, too. 

    The tunnel was barely five feet in length before it opened up into a large room. I didn’t get to look around too much because standing at the back wall of the room was a group of seven goblins with their weapons drawn. They didn’t seem to anticipate us bursting in on them, and they all wore the same startled expressions when the room filled with light from the torches. 

    “Hey, guys!” I called out with a little wave. 

    One of the goblins at the back narrowed its eyes at me and lifted its hand. It was holding some kind of pale blue ball, and I barely got a good look at it before the goblin hurled it in my direction. I ducked, and the air chilled as the ball sailed over my head and exploded against the wall behind me. Then I glanced back to see literal ice forming from the spot of impact. 

    That motherfucker could use magic. 

    “Watch out!” I yelled to Mahini. 

    The shaman hurled another ice ball at the desert warrior, and the magic smashed against the torch in her hand. The flame snuffed out, and I could just barely see glittering shards shatter in all directions. Several were embedded in Mahini’s beautiful face, and her shriek of agony was more than I could handle. 

    Chime. 

    I should have known that magic wasn’t solely used by humans, but I didn’t think that goblins were smart enough to be able to use it. They seemed like stupid little greedy bitches that would sooner run than fight. Of course this was the third time we would be attempting this mission, and so far none of the goblins had turned tail when they saw us. 

    Taking out the sorcerer had been easy enough once all of his cronies were dead, but his only magic seemed to be summoning me. He hadn’t hurled any ice balls at me or anything. It wouldn’t be too difficult to figure out how to kill the shaman, even if it took me a few dozen attempts, but he was too dangerous to let live. 

    We killed the two sets of guards like we had done it a thousand times already, and then, before heading down the tunnel, I created a new save point at the intersection. I probably should have done it sooner than this, but I didn’t anticipate having to deal with goblin shamans. I was ready this time, and if the bastard managed to hurt us again, I would be that much closer to taking its life. 

    After eliminating the bear trap and the small group of goblins, we practically flew through the tunnels until we reached the intersection. I didn’t ask Mahini about the rooms this time, but when I took a step toward the left room, she let out a gasp. 

    “Shouldn’t we continue on first?” she asked. Her eyes were quivering with fear, and I remember that the last time we had stood still for a while. She wasn’t mentally ready to jump in. “The large room should be just up ahead.” 

    “There’s a magic user in here,” I said and pointed with my sword down the left path. “We can’t let it live.” 

    Her brow furrowed with confusion, but she didn’t say another word. She took a deep breath before stepping to my side. Her strength in overcoming her fear was admirable, and it only made me love her more. 

    I made a new save point as I led the way into the room. As before, the goblins were lined up against the far wall with their weapons drawn and the stupidly surprised looks on their faces. They must have been planning to ambush us, and they didn’t think we’d just walk into the room. 

    “That back one with the feathers in his hair uses magic,” I told Mahini as I pointed out the shaman. “It hurls chunks of ice.” 

    As if to emphasize my words, the shaman threw one of its ice balls at the torch in Mahini’s hand, but I brought my armored arm up just in time to deflect the shards that had struck the beautiful woman in the last attempt. 

    “What--but how?” Mahini breathed. 

    “I’m a god, remember?” I winked before turning to my enemies, and I let out a roar as I pounced on the nearest one. 

    It took about a dozen attempts to clear out the left room. My main issue was that the shaman ice-user was able to maneuver better in the open space than it had in the small tunnel, and its aim was much better. Not once did it freeze its companions, but I was always able to prevent it from striking Mahini, though most of the ice balls were very close calls. I ended up killing him by picking up a rock from the tunnel before I walked in the room and then hurling it at his face as soon as he saw me. First couple of times I missed and just restarted, but the first time I hit him, the blow knocked him senseless for a few moments, and I was able to sprint across the room and murder him before he could get his first ice-ball spell off. 

    Fucking shamans couldn’t magic away a rock to the face. 

    The smaller goblins were easy to destroy once the ice-shaman was killed. Before long the floor was covered in black sludge and the air was filled with the stench of dead goblins and blood. Once we’d finished murdering them, Mahini retrieved her torch and lit it from one on the wall before we returned to the intersection so we could look at the map. It showed another pocket opposite the room with the shaman, but the tunnel ahead seemed to be caved in. 

    “One less thing to worry about, I guess,” I said with a shrug. 

    I turned and created a new save as I led the way toward the big room where we thought the leader would be. I kept my eyes peeled for any kind of glittering on the floor that might indicate another bear trap. If the leader really was this close, I would expect all kinds of nasty traps just waiting to catch us unawares. 

    “Oh no,” Mahini breathed from behind me. “This is bad…” 

    I looked up from the floor where I was watching for traps and saw what she meant. Where the next set of supports was supposed to be was a wall of rock and earth. It looked as if the goblins had forced the roof to collapse in order to block the quickest path to the large room. 

    “Well, it looks like we were right about the big room being where the leader is,” I said as I touched the earth wall. Some dirt and loose rocks rattled to the floor, but digging through it would be impossible. “We’ll just have to go the long way around, I guess.” 

    “Look out!” Mahini cried. 

    A small army had filled the tunnel while Mahini and I were looking at the wall of collapsed earth. I did a quick tally and counted fourteen little bastards. The creatures backed away from the firelight, but a grunt from one of the larger ones at the back kept them from fleeing altogether. The goblins sneered and giggled at us as they feinted to try to get us to make the first move. 

    I didn’t have to be told twice. 

    “Bring it on, bitches!” I laughed as I lunged at them. 

    The air filled with the sounds of clashing metal and the shrieks of the goblins as they scattered away from my attacks. Two fell to my sword in a shower of black sludge and agonized shrieking before I came across a new kind of goblin. This one was a bit larger than the others, and the sword in its hand was broader than my own. 

    When I lopped off the creature’s right arm, the black sludge oozing out of the wound didn’t seem to faze the goblin in the slightest. It merely plucked the sword from its missing arm and swung at me with its left. I managed to parry the attack, but I stumbled back in surprise. 

    “What the fuck?” If my arm was suddenly chopped off, I would be on the ground in agony. 

    “Grrrroaggh!” the beast roared as it lunged for me again, and it didn’t seem to matter that blood was oozing from the gaping hole where its arm used to be. 

    I dodged and parried to my best ability, but the weight of the goblin’s blows and my own armor were quickly making me tired. 

    I might have cheated my way through winning all these fights by reloading, and I had gotten way better at fighting by sparring with Mahini, but I still had the fitness of a call-center desk jockey that played a ton of video games in his spare time. 

    Mahini must have sensed my failing strength because she was suddenly there. While I kept the one-armed goblin busy with my sword, she slipped beneath my arm and thrust her own blade into the goblin’s belly. I expected a guttural cry of agony, but the beast merely roared some more and put more weight into its sword. 

    “Seriously, what the fuck kinda drugs is this asshole on?” I growled. 

    Mahini let out her own grunt and threw more of her weight against her sword. The goblin let out another growl that slowly faded to a groan of death. As the tension of its sword faded, I turned and deposited the body against the wall. 

    There was no time for celebration because the tunnel was still filled with enemies. 

    Three more of the smaller goblins fell to my sword with blood oozing all over the place. But then I came across another one of the unfeeling brutes. It reminded me of something called a berserker, which was usually a style of fighting in classic RPGs. The user would usually get so royally pissed off that it could no longer feel any pain. In some games the effect would prevent the user from dying at all. Thankfully that wasn’t the case with these assholes. 

    But that didn’t mean they were easy to kill. 

    The berserker was flanked by a pair of smaller goblins, and when I parried the big guy, the two smaller ones darted in with their daggers. The attacks bounced off of my armor with a shriek of metal on metal, but it was enough to make me stumble back a few steps. 

    Mahini was too busy with her own swarm to help me this time. 

    I swung my sword at one of the dagger goblins and blocked another blow from the berserker with my dagger. The force of the blow caused my teeth to chatter, but at least I stopped it from cleaving me in two. I threw all of my weight against my dagger arm and threw the berserker back, and then I shoved my sword through the right dagger-goblin’s face. Black sludge and grayish brain matter surged out from the wound as the goblin’s body went completely limp. I was just barely able to bring my dagger up to block the other dagger-goblin’s attack. 

    Which left me wide open for the berserker. 

    The blow landed at the base of my neck, and I barely felt the pain before I pulled at my power. 

    Chime. 

    The goblins had to have come from the tunnel that looked like it was caved in. We had already cleared out every other place they could have been hiding. 

    “That’s a dead end,” I told Mahini as I made my way to the tunnel opposite the room with the shaman. 

    “How do you know?” she questioned. “We haven’t even checked.” 

    “Just trust me, it’s blocked,” I assured her. 

    The map showed that the tunnel curved away after a set of supports, but the actual tunnel just seemed to end. As I got closer, I saw that there was a large hole hidden behind the right support beam that the goblins must have used. 

    “The little bastards,” I muttered as I sheathed my two weapons. “They dug out a secret passage that we never would have seen.” 

    “But you knew it was there,” Mahini breathed in awe. “Will you never cease to amaze me, Great One?” 

    “I haven’t even made love to you yet.” I winked at her and then ducked into the goblin-made tunnel before she could respond.  

    The narrow passage was a tight squeeze for me, and my armor scraped noisily against the sides, but it was only a short U-shaped curve that literally dug around the cave-in. Once I was out the other side, I turned to help the blushing Mahini through, and I made a new save point before we continued along the tunnel. 

     It led to an even larger room than the one we were just in, and I caught a glimpse of a few boxes near the back of the room before the roaring of the berserkers drew my focus away. 

    The group was split up with six of the little guys flanking a berserker and coming after each of us. We fought as hard as we could, but the two groups quickly overpowered us. Mahini went down first, as one of the big fuckers tore her head off with his sword, but I followed three seconds later as the smaller fucks shoved too many spears into my gut to block. 

    Chime. 

    “We need to stick together in this room,” I said to Mahini as I led the way down the longer path. She didn’t even question my orders. “There are two big guys that can’t feel pain, and they’re a bitch to take down.” 

    This fight was extremely difficult, and it took another fourty or so attempts before I was able to dance around Mahini, defend her at all angles from the various attacks, and yell simple orders at her mid-combat that allowed her to help me win. The goblins tried to surround us, but we stood back to back and hacked the little bastards into pieces. When their blood was soaking into the ground, we faced the two berserkers like a single unit. Mahini killed the first by just taking off its head, and when she had the second one impaled on her sword, I swooped in and sliced my dagger across its throat, spraying us both in black sludge. 

    “Good job,” I said after the last berserker’s body fell to the ground. “You followed my orders perfectly.” 

    “I can’t believe we just killed all these monsters,” she panted as she fell to her knees. “When I first saw them… I figured we would be killed instantly.” 

    “Naw… Remember, you are with me, and I won’t let anything hurt you.” I sheathed my dagger and stepped around the carnage to investigate the three boxes. One of them was empty, and the second was filled with rotting meat that made me gag, but the third one was filled with lumps of green rock. 

    “Copper ore!” Mahini gasped as she came to stand at my shoulder. 

    “I thought copper was orange-ish.” I picked up one of the rocks and turned it in the faint torchlight. “Not green.” 

    “When it is smelted it turns orange,” Mahini explained as she picked up another rock. “This room is one of the older pockets so no copper remains in the walls. As we go further, you will see the green waves.” 

    I shrugged and sheathed my sword and picked up the crate of green copper-rocks. It was about ten pounds or so, and probably wouldn’t amount to much once it was smelted down. But I had a feeling that even this small crate would bring tears of joy to the eyes of the townspeople. 

    We backtracked to the junction spot, and I placed the crate of copper ore in the tunnel leading to the exit. I then turned to face down the right path and took a deep breath as I created a new save point. 

    Halfway there.
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    Chapter 8 

    I led the way down the right path of the mine while consulting the map every few steps. Another room was supposed to be on the left between two sets of supports, and I could only assume there would be more goblins inside waiting for us, but when we came to the spot, we found another wall of earth. 

    “Why would they block this spot?” I asked as I touched the loosely packed dirt. The tunnel was too narrow for another ambush like before, and this room was so close to the entrance that it would have been a good hiding spot for the inner guards. “Do you think there could be chests of copper inside?” 

    Mahini stepped up beside me but didn’t touch the wall. “I don’t know. I’m not as familiar with the mine as Elrin and the men are. Maybe they can come in and dig through it once we defeat the goblins.” 

    It didn’t make any sense. The other cave-in was to keep us from taking the shortest route to the leader. The map showed that this room didn’t lead anywhere, so they had no real reason for blocking it off. Or maybe they didn’t? Maybe this particular cave-in was just an accident, and I was thinking too much into it. 

    Whatever. I had bigger fish to fry. 

    Mahini led the way this time, and I trotted to catch up to her. There must have been goblins up ahead, but they weren’t making any sounds. Our footsteps and the light clinking of my armor filled the echoing tunnel and made every hair on the back of my neck stand up. 

    These little devils really knew how to amp up the tension. 

    The echoing closeness continued for another ten feet or so, and Mahini paused to light the torches along the way as she had before. My heart was pounding along with my spidey-sense, and I was just about to warn the warrior woman to be very careful when she stumbled. I looked down to see what she had tripped over, and my heart leaped into my throat. 

    A trip-wire. Another trap. 

    Before I could reach out and grab her, Mahini fell to the ground, which immediately gave way beneath her. The screams that split the air chilled me worse than the shaman from earlier, and when it abruptly went silent I almost didn’t want to see why. I needed to know what danger laid in the hole Mahini had uncovered, but every nerve in my body shouted for me to just respawn. 

    I took a deep breath, swallowed past the lump in my throat, and looked into the pit. The torch Mahini had dropped gave me just enough light to see the beautiful woman laying there spread-eagle with massive wooden spikes piercing her body. Her helmet had fallen off, and her black hair was falling away from the terror-filled expression on her face. 

    Chime. 

    For a long moment, I just stared at Mahini beside me. She was alive and well, and her blue eyes filled with the fire of the battle. When I didn’t move, the warrior woman turned to me with a puzzled expression. 

    “What is it, Great One?” she asked. 

    I shook my head to get rid of the image of her recent death. “Nothing. I’m just glad you’re here, Mahini. I’m having a good time with you.” 

    “Thank you, Great One.” Her smile was accompanied by her furrowed brow as if she didn’t understand why I was suddenly complimenting her. My deaths were easy to come to terms with since I knew that my pain was brief, and even my companions would not suffer permanently in the end, but seeing their deaths over and over was going to have some kind of impact on my mental status sooner or later, even if I could just restart. 

    Did this world have shrinks? I might need to find one that would believe all the bullshit I had been through. 

    I let myself stare at the dark-haired goddess for another moment or two before I turned and led the way down the passage. I didn’t even bother looking at the map this time since I knew the left room was blocked off. I was more concerned about the pit trap and figuring out how the hell we were going to get past it. 

    “There should be a room here,” Mahini muttered from behind me. 

    “It’s blocked,” I said without turning around. “Don’t worry about it.” 

    There was a brief pause followed by what I assumed was Mahini digging at the wall. “What? How did you...? You didn’t even stop to look.” 

    “I’m a god,” I said with a shrug. “I keep reminding you.” 

    “Of course,” she sighed. “Sorry, Great One. It is hard to get used to.” 

    “You haven’t run into many walking gods?” I snickered. 

    “I’ve heard rumors of men and women who claim they are divine, and some even manage to create cults around themselves, but their reigns never last long. They are mostly charlatans.” 

    “I’m the real deal,” I laughed softly. 

    “I know, Great One,” the dark-haired beauty whispered. “I have seen you do the impossible. I believe you.” 

    The pitfall trap was only a few feet from one of the ceiling supports, and I spotted the silvery string running the width of the tunnel when it caught the light of Mahini’s torch. 

    “There you are, you little bastard,” I growled at the string, and I swung my sword down to cleave the trip-wire in two. 

    The string snapped with a low twang that echoed in the tunnel. Mahini gasped behind me and came up to my side. 

    “What was--” she began. 

    I placed a finger to my lips and placed my right foot on the false floor. I leaned back so that nearly all of my weight was in my other leg and very carefully started applying pressure. The floor was springing underfoot, and after barely putting any weight on it, the whole thing collapsed. I stumbled slightly, but Mahini grabbed me because she thought I was about to fall. 

    “How did you…” she breathed. 

    “I love seeing the surprise on your beautiful face,” I snickered as I moved to reveal more of the pit. “Let’s see what we have to work with here...” 

    I’d already seen part of the trap, but now that I wasn’t fixated on Mahini’s broken body, I could see that there was a gaping hole in the floor that spanned the width of the tunnel and extended about six feet across. It was about ten or eleven feet deep, and the spikes at the bottom were as thick as my legs, and about two feet long. 

    “That could have killed us,” the raven-haired beauty said. “It’s lucky you saw the wire.” 

    Luck had nothing to do with it. 

    “We’re gonna have to jump it,” I said as I sheathed my sword. “Unless we want to spend the next three days digging through that other cave-in, it’s the only way to the big bad boss.” 

    I retreated back down the passage a few yards before I turned and faced the pit once more. After giving my muscles a little shake, I sprinted for the gap. My stomach sank like a rock in the water when I made the leap, and I held my breath until I felt solid ground beneath me again. 

    “Toss me the torch!” I called over to Mahini. 

    The flaming stick soared through the air perfectly, and I caught it easily. The warrior woman drew back until she was a dark figure just outside of the torchlight, and I knew she was getting ready for her leap. 

    Giggling pierced the silence, and when I whirled around to check the passage, I found three goblins waiting for me. 

    They actually seemed just as surprised to see me as I was to see them, so I was able to drop the torch and draw my sword just in time to block a spear thrust at my face.  

    “We’ve got company!” I roared as I kicked at the goblin coming in on my right and dropped the torch. 

    The spear-goblin cackled and drew back its weapon. The other two surged into the newly-made gap and swung their shortswords at me at the same time. The spear-goblin made another thrust at my face over the heads of its companions. 

    I lifted my left arm to catch one of the daggers on my vambrace while I deflected the second dagger with my sword. Then I dropped to one knee to avoid the spear and threw all of my weight into my left arm. When the goblin staggered back, I drew my dagger and plunged the blade into the creature’s thigh. It screamed, and I swung my sword at the spear-goblin, but the little bastard leaped back and out of my range. 

    The clashing sound of metal on metal rang out to my right, and I glanced over as Mahini blocked an attack from the other dagger-goblin. She had that under control, so I turned my focus back to my two enemies. 

    I yanked my dagger free from the dagger-goblin and silenced its pained cries by plunging the blade through its eye. Black ooze sprayed the tunnel and stained the armor covering my arm. I parried another spear thrust with my sword and cut the goblin’s left hand off with my dagger. It dropped the spear and gasped, so I picked up the crusty weapon and turned the weapon on its master. The goblin’s cries dropped to a gurgle when the spear filled its throat. 

    Fuck yeah. I was becoming a total badass. 

    The warrior woman’s battle was already over, and she was cleaning her blade on the goblin she had just killed. Clumps of ooze slid off nicely, but the sword was still stained with dark blood. 

    “Just think how satisfying it’ll be to shine it back up again,” I said as the raven-haired woman made a disgusted face. 

    Mahini made no comment as she retrieved the torch from the ground. The thing was still burning happily, so at least we didn’t have to leap across the pit again. The warrior woman lit the torches on the walls nearby and then gestured for me to lead the way. 

    The tunnel twisted and turned like a snake. I checked the map whenever Mahini paused to light the wall torches, and when we finally came to it, I created a new save point. 

    “Which way should we go?” I asked Mahini as I looked down each path. The rooms were about the same size on the map, so I imagined they would hold the same number of enemies if any. “I don’t have a preference.” 

    The warrior woman stared down each path for a few minutes before jerking her head toward the left. “This one first.” 

    I wondered what her reason was, but she turned and headed down the tunnel before I could ask. I shrugged, tightened my grip on my two blades, and then trotted after her. 

    The torchlight danced on the walls as we continued along the curving path, and I could see hints of greenish flecks once in a while. It must have been what was left of the waves of copper Mahini had mentioned before. The jagged edges of the rocks in the wall told the mine’s history, and I had to wonder just how many years the mine had been in production. How long did it take to carve out this much rock with just an iron pick? It must have taken dozens of years to get as far in as we stood. 

    Shuffling ahead pulled me from my thoughts, and Mahini placed a finger to her lips when I caught her eye. She poked her head around the bend only to yank it back a second later. A rock exploded against the wall right where her face had been, and the impact was followed by the cackling of goblins. 

    These little fuckers were going to start throwing rocks now? 

    “Isn’t it way past your bedtimes?” I taunted the little beasts, and another rock sailed into the wall. “I think someone needs a time-out!” 

    I raced around the corner and ducked as another rock came sailing at me. It smashed against the wall, and I was able to angle toward the group of eight smaller goblins. They were clustered together at the far end of the room with a small pile of rocks at their feet. Only the two closest to the tunnel had their weapons drawn, and these two surged forward to meet me in the middle of the room. 

    One of the daggers clashed with my sword, and the other smashed against the armor of my left leg. I growled as the metal pinched against my thigh. The armor had held up in the battles so far, but it could only take so much abuse. I threw all of my weight against my sword, and the goblin staggered back. 

    The two goblins bellowed at me and sprang forward once again. Their timing was bad, and as I blocked the one on the left, a large rock smashed the head of the one on the right. The rock didn’t kill the goblin, and as it swayed on the spot, I shoved my dagger into its neck. 

    I finished off the other goblin with a sword to the gut, and as the black ooze splashed around my feet, I charged at the rock throwers. Mahini was already hacking and slashing at them, and she narrowly dodged a rock hurled in her direction right before I pounced on the thrower and slashed my sword across its face. 

    The next goblin picked up a rock, but instead of throwing it, he smashed it against the armor of my right shoulder. The impact dented the metal and caused me to drop my sword.  

    “Asshole!” I snarled in pain and drove my dagger up through the roof of its mouth, and I got an oozy shower as a reward. 

    Mahini killed the last of the goblins with a slice across its stomach before making her way over to me. 

    “The little shit caved in my shoulder,” I growled as I glared at the dent in my armor. 

    I wasn’t about to let that be the attempt I saved over. 

    Chime. 

    “We are going this way. Careful, they are throwing rocks and shit.” I marched down the path to the left room, and made sure to duck when the first rock was hurled in my direction. Mahini let out a little gasp from behind me, but I was already charging into the group of rock-throwing fuckers. The two with weapons drawn fell quickly enough, and when the little bastard picked up the rock to bash my shoulder guard, I sliced his hand off with my sword. The way his hand spiraled through the air spraying blood all over the place was morbidly satisfying.  

    The group didn’t stand a chance, and I created a new save point before I returned the dropped torch to Mahini. 

    “Easy, right?” I asked my warrior woman. 

    “Yes…” she said as she glanced at the group of goblins I’d killed before she could really even walk into the room.  

    “On to the next battle.” I grabbed my sword, and we headed out of the room once more. 

    Only to be met with another group of goblins at the intersection. 

    There were six little bastards standing in a line with two more standing behind them. These two sneered when they saw us, and the one on the right lifted a sword that looked like it was coated in some kind of green slime. The other lifted a long pale rod that made the air crackle when it was swung. 

    Great. More shamans. 

    “Bring it on!” I shouted as I rushed the line. 

    The first goblin fell easily to my sword, and its blood coated the next beast in the line. I stopped its attack with my sword and drove my dagger through its face. I then turned to the shaman with the slimy green sword and swung my own sword at it. The beast dodged and swung at me, and when I blocked with my dagger, my blade started to disintegrate. 

    “What the--” I exclaimed and dropped my dagger in alarm as the whole thing started smoking. “This guy has some kind of acid bullshit on his blade!” 

    I don’t know if the acid-goblin could understand me, but its sneer got even wider when I shouted at Mahini. It swung its sword at me, and I shuffled backward to avoid the attack. Blocking would result in a melted blade, so how the fuck was I supposed to kill it? 

    A ball of ice smashed into my left arm, and when I looked down in surprise, the acid-sword sliced across my right thigh. The armor melted as quickly as the dagger had, and the searing pain of the acid started eating away at my flesh and muscle. 

    Well, fuck. 

    Chime. 

    “This is gonna be a bitch,” I said to Mahini before handing her the dropped torch again. 

    “A bitch?” Mahini echoed with a puzzled look. 

    “We’ve got company waiting for us back there,” I told her as I pointed to the exit. “Another one of those ice-shamans, and one that has some kind of acid magic or something.” 

    “But how--” The desert warrior cut herself off. “You’re a god. Right.” 

    “Now you are getting it.” I grinned before I led the way to the intersection where our new friends were waiting to meet us. 

    It took us more attempts than the two rooms on the left half of the mine combined. The two shamans worked very well together with the ice bastard hurling his snowballs from a distance and the acid guy melting everything his sword touched. Even when we managed to whittle the room down to just the two shamans, it only made the battle more difficult. The ice guy would just freeze us if we got too close, and the acid guy would disarm us by melting our blades. 

    If I could somehow get the ice guy to freeze his acid buddy, that might turn the battle in our favor. But since the acid could melt metal, what was to say it couldn’t melt ice as well? There was only one way to find out, but getting the bastards to do what I wanted was tricky. 

    The first time I tried it got me far too close to the acid guy and his blade melted through my armor like it was made of butter. 

    Chime. 

    The second time one of the little goblins got in the line of fire instead, and the acid guy slipped up behind me when my back was turned. 

    Chime. 

    The third time Mahini had killed the ice guy because I had forgotten to tell her about my plan. Whoops. 

    Chime. 

    Seven more attempts, and we had made some progress. It always came down to the acid guy in the end, and when he was disarmed, he got his hands on Mahini. I thought his weapon was the source of his magic, but it turned out he could summon the acid wherever he needed, and her shrieks of agony were probably going to haunt my dreams from then on. 

    Chime. 

    “Okay, there are two shamans in here,” I told Mahini for the hundredth time. Her brow furrowed, but she didn’t question how I knew, and I went on. “The guy on the right can use acid, and the one on the left is another ice guy. We need to get the ice guy to freeze the acid guy.” 

    “Is it just the shamans?” she asked. 

    “Six little guys, too,” I replied. “I’m going to deal with the two shamans, so I need you to take care of the little guys for me. Move to the right of me. If you get the one with the weird eye to stand on the left of the one with the underbite, they’ll take care of each other for you. Once they are dead, move behind me and then cover my left flank. The ice shaman is going to toss a globe at you, so you’ll need to roll back behind me and then spring back up and jump back to my left side.” 

    “But how--” 

    “The one with the torn ear swings his dagger way too much,” I continued on without letting her finish. “So, just knock it out of his hand and stab him in the face or something. The other three will just need a little back and forth before you can get your sword through them. Drop the torch, you are going to need both hands. Understand?” 

    “Yes, Great One.” Her eyes were wide, but she gave a hearty nod anyway as she dropped the torch.  

    The moment we stepped out of the tunnel, the ice shaman hurled a ball of ice at us. I dodged it easily and shouldered my way past the smaller goblins lined up in front of him. I swung my sword at the shaman, but it blocked with its rod of ice. At least it couldn’t melt my blade like the acid guy, and I was able to shove the ice shaman further into the room. 

    As I anticipated, the acid shaman rushed to the ice asshole’s defense. He was closing in rapidly on my right, and when he was within striking distance, I leaped away from the ice shaman. 

    “Grrrragh!” the acid goblin bellowed as he shifted to avoid colliding with his friend. 

    “Oh, come on!” I laughed. “I bet he wanted a hug!” 

    The sound of clashing metal rang from the entrance where Mahini was battling the smaller goblins. I didn’t dare look back to check her body count in case the acid guy sprang at me. I kept all my weight on the balls of my feet and bounced my focus between the two shamans. They stood close enough together that any attack would get me too close to the acid goblin, but I had to keep them occupied to buy Mahini some time. 

    “Come and get me!” I yelled as I lunged for the acid shaman’s left side. 

    It shifted to meet me halfway, and I danced around its slimy green blade. The shaman let out another bellow of outrage and came barreling toward me. The ice goblin hurled a ball of ice in my direction at the same time, and I tried to line up the acid guy with the shot. The ball of ice hit the ground an instant before the acid shaman reached it. 

    “Could you be a worse shot, man?” I asked the ice shaman. He roared some response and hurled another ball at me. “Not at me! At him!” 

    I danced around the acid shaman as he came charging at me, and when he blundered past I brought my armored elbow down on his right shoulder. The goblin let out a shriek as the sword clattered to the ground. The slime on the blade made it slide easily across the room. 

    But I knew that the goblin didn’t need a weapon to spit acid at me. He roared as he turned and came in for another charge. The ice shaman readied another ice ball, and when he hurled it, I held my ground. At the very last second, I rolled out of the way. 

    The acid goblin let out a strangled cry just before the ice froze its chest. I sprang to my feet and plunged my sword through the statue, and I let out a whoop as the whole thing shattered. 

    The ice shaman had another ice ball ready, but Mahini swooped in and drove her sword through the back of its neck. Black ooze sprayed the ground between us as the ice shaman slumped to the ground. 

    Fucking finally. 

    “Good job,” I said as I smiled at the warrior woman. 

    “You… are amazing, Great One,” she whispered, and her mouth hung open as she stared at me. 

    “Team effort,” I snickered, “but, yeah. You are starting to understand my greatness.” 

    “Yes…” she whispered even softer, but I just played it cool, turned away from her, cleaned my sword on the ice goblin’s leather armor, and made my way over to the acid goblin’s blade which was no longer covered in green slime. It looked like a knight’s blade in terms of its shape, but it was crafted with a much shorter blade to suit the goblins, and when I picked it up, it was like holding a wisp of cloud. 

    I tapped the blade to check its stats and could hardly believe what I was seeing. 

    Durability - 73% 

    Weight - 0.2lbs 

    Quality - High 

    Magical Aspect - Feathering 

    Magical Ability - None 

    I didn’t need a definition to know what feathering meant. The sword was longer and bulkier than my dagger, and yet it weighed less. I swung the blade a few times and found that it was no different from swinging my arm. Then I laughed and held it on my finger like Jax always did to test its balance. 

    “Mahini, check this out,” I said and handed the sword out for her. 

    She sheathed her own sword before taking the light one, and her eyes sparkled like the stars when she held it. “It’s like it’s made of air.” 

    “Isn’t it great?” I grinned and took the blade from her again. “I wonder how the light weight affects the performance of the sword.” 

    I swung the feather blade around a few more times before I decided to exchange it with mine. The sheath for the new sword had been destroyed with the shattering of the acid goblin, so I just removed my other sword and placed it carefully on the ground. I might not need it for the rest of the mine-clearing mission, but I wanted to make sure it was in a safe place so I could return it to Jax. 

    While Mahini trotted back to the left room to grab the torch, I made a new save since I really didn’t want to have to go through all of that again. I led the way to the opposite tunnel once Mahini returned, and I prayed that the group we had fought had been hiding here. I knew we could handle another battle, but I was getting sick of the stench of goblin blood filling my nose. 

    My instinct was correct, and the only things of interest in the room were a set of crates and a small chest. There were some furs laid out for sleeping spots as with all the other rooms, but they were so filthy that nobody would want to use them for anything. 

    “There are coins here,” Mahini said from beside a set of crates and a small chest. “Some more copper ore, too.” 

    The chest looked like something straight out of an RPG. It was made of wood and was flat on all sides. Its corners were covered in plates of dark metal, and it had an intricate metal pattern on the lid that reminded me of a tic-tac-toe board. The handles were small loops and there was a metal loop where a lock could be placed to keep the chest secure. The whole thing was about a foot long and maybe eight or ten inches wide. 

    I didn’t know the worth of copper coins in this world, but from the bland look on Mahini’s face, it didn’t seem like the small chest would make us rich beyond belief. 

    “Leave it for now,” I said as I made my way back through the tunnel. “We’ll come back and grab it on the way out.” 

    “Yes, Great One.” Mahini picked up the torch once more, and the two of us headed back to the intersection. 

    The next room on the map was the big room deeper inside the mine, and my heart was pounding with the thought of the battle reaching its climax. 

    We stumbled across two pairs of goblins as we traveled through the twisting tunnel, but they didn’t stand much of a chance against two skilled sword fighters. Mahini lit the torches along the way, and after about five minutes of walking, we came to another intersection. 

    A pair of guard goblins roared when they saw us and came charging forward with their spears down like lances at a joust. I swatted my feather blade at the right spear and was delighted to find that the sword’s light weight didn’t impact its ability to parry. As the goblin staggered from the deflection, I charged in and plunged my curved dagger into its chest. 

    Mahini’s target laid dead at her feet, and the tanned warrior flicked her sword to clean off some of the black sludge like a total badass. She saw me looking at her and gave me a nod, but then I puckered my lips and blew her a kiss, and she fought against a smile. 

    The entrance to the larger room was blocked off by a crudely-made wooden door. There was no handle or hinges, and scrapes along the ground on the left showed that it was frequently moved out of the way. 

    “That’s where the cave-in is,” Mahini said and pointed her sword down the left path. 

    “I’m interested in what’s over here.” I pointed down the right path. “That tunnel isn’t on the map. Let’s go explore.” 

    Her gaze was puzzled, but she had no answer to give, so I made a new save point, and then I led the way down the right path. The walls here were even rougher than the rest of the mine and looked more like the tunnel had been dug out with claws rather than picks, which made me think this path had been made by the goblins and not the miners. 

    The tunnel ended in a small room filled with crates of food, animal skins, and some shiny rocks that were definitely not copper. A single goblin was rifling through the animal skins, and it turned around with a shriek when we walked in. 

    I cut the top half of it’s skull off with a flick of my feather sword, and its blood seeped into the skins it had been looking through. 

    “Just a storage room,” I said as I wiped my blade on one of the skins. “This poor guy didn’t even have a sword.” 

    We backtracked to the door and shoved it out of the way. The wood screamed as it scraped against the ground, and I expected goblins to pour out of the room to kill us. Nothing happened, and when I peeked beyond the door, I saw another waiting for us about five feet away. 

    “Do they really think a door is gonna keep us out?” I asked as we shoved our weight against the second door. 

    Like the outer door, there were no hinges or a track that the inner door rested on, so the whole thing fell into the room and landed with a crash. The growls and cackles of goblins filled the air as we stepped closer, but it was all drowned out by a deep bellow. 

    The largest goblin we’d seen so far was seated at the far end of the room on a throne draped in animal skins. A two-handed sword leaned against the left side of the throne, and the goblin sat in a lounged position. It clearly wasn’t concerned about the two armed humans that had just busted down its door. 

    There were ten other goblins in the room. Four of them were the massive berserker types, four others were the smaller goblins, and the last two were most likely shamans if the ice in their hands was anything to go by. Two of the smaller goblins had crossbows, and my mind flashed back to the fight with the kobolds from the day before. 

    Well… shit. This wasn’t going to be easy. 

    The lead goblin asked some kind of question, but I had no idea what it was saying. When we didn’t react, the leader waved its long-fingered hand, and the rest of the goblins in the room rushed forward. 

    I managed to duck a chunk of ice hurled at my head, but my dodge took me into the path of two of the berserker goblins. I swung my feather sword at the one on the left and leaped out of the way as the right berserker brought his blade down like a club. 

    A crossbow bolt glanced off of the armor protecting my shoulder and clattered to the ground behind me. One of the smaller goblins slipped into the space between the berserkers and jabbed his sword at me, but I knocked it aside with my new feather blade and then stabbed it in the throat with my dagger. Another chunk of ice smashed over my head as the berserker on the right bellowed into my ear. 

    Then they were all on top of me. 

    It was all overwhelming, and no amount of slashing with my sword and dagger seemed to do anything. I was sprayed with blood from one of the berserkers, but the bastard just kept coming. Clanging filled my ears as a blow landed on my helmet, and I blacked out. 

    Chime. 

    I didn’t bother going down the path leading to the storage room this time. I wasn’t at all concerned about the lone goblin waiting there, and even if it came up behind us and grabbed a spear from one of the guards, I figured it would be such an easy kill compared to the four brutes waiting beyond the two crude doors. 

    Mahini and I shoved the doors out of the way again, and when the lead goblin started speaking, I listened carefully. I still didn’t understand the language, but I thought I could pick out individual words this time. 

    “Grrragh apf eergl?” it asked. 

    “I wish we had a translator right about now,” I said as the leader waved his hand. 

    The second attempt was just as overwhelming as the first. Mahini tried to keep her position by my side, but with the two berserkers closing in on me and the ice shaman hurling its frozen balls, we were quickly separated and defeated once more. 

    Chime. 

    Three more attempts, and I was getting the hang of defending myself against the berserker brutes, but that’s all I was able to do. Whenever I tried to go on the offensive, the two of them would turn into a solid wall of muscle and spinning blades, and even if I severed an arm or a leg, they just kept coming. The smaller sword goblin and the crossbow goblin were always right where they needed to be, and although I managed to kill the sword goblin on the fifth attempt, the ice shaman retaliated and smashed me in the face with a ball of ice. 

    Chime. 

    When I respawned in front of the doors, I headed down the goblin-made path to the storage area. What if I didn’t kill the lone goblin? What if I got the beast to teach me its tongue? I doubted the leader would actually listen to a reasonable conversation, but I might be able to confuse the son of a bitch by speaking its own language at it. 

    “Guard the tunnel,” I said to Mahini as the lone storage goblin snarled at me. 

    She looked confused but did as I asked while I smacked the little goblin upside the head with the back of my armored hand. The strike dazed the creature, and I was able to knock it to the ground with ease. I placed my arm under its chin and placed my dagger against its stomach. 

    When someone wanted to learn a new language in my world, they could just take courses online or visit a country where the language was spoken. Those kinds of resources weren’t available in this world, and I had never tried to learn a language without having some kind of translator or dictionary to use. 

    This was going to be interesting. 

    “Dagger,” I growled at the goblin and pressed the tip of the blade just a little closer to the beast’s gut. 

    Its beady black eyes widened slightly and it snarled a string of goblin curses at me. 

    “You’re not listening to me,” I said to it. I pressed the dagger closer. “Dagger.” 

    “What are you doing, Great One?” Mahini asked from the doorway. “You should just kill it.” 

    “I want to learn how to speak goblin,” I answered as I withdrew the pressure of my dagger. I then brought it back in and tried again. “Dagger.” 

    “We don’t have time for this, Great One!” the warrior woman protested. “The room we seek is just beyond that door!” 

    “Humor me,” I shot back. 

    The goblin spat more curses at me and tried to buck me off. 

    “Dagger,” I growled again. “Kill.” 

    “Kill kill,” the goblin spat back. It then growled one of its own words. “Eeergl.” 

    It sounded like one of the words the goblin leader had said. The little goblin spat the word at me a few more times before it tried to claw at my face. It clearly knew our word for “kill”, and I could only assume its word “eergl” was related. 

    “That’s a step in the right direction,” I muttered. “Eergl means kill or death or something.” 

    “Kill, die, eergl!” the goblin roared. 

    “Very good!” I praised the goblin with a grin. “Now let’s try ‘dagger.’” 

    Each new word came a little bit faster than the last, but progress was still slower than a glacier moving across the continent. The goblin was not at all pleased at being held against its will and forced to teach us its language, but it also didn’t seem to be in any rush to die. And there was no doubt in my mind that the goblin knew its life was literally on the line. If it took too long to respond or was just being uncooperative, I pressed my dagger to its belly just a little more. Never enough to draw blood, but enough to make the thing spit more curses at me. 

    Mahini was quick to grow impatient as well. If it wasn’t the goblin snarling at me, it was her insisting that I was wasting time. There was no sun in the mines, and I hadn’t seen any sort of clock in this world that could tell time, so I had no idea how long I actually sat on the goblin as I slowly learned its language. 

    The first attempt must have lasted for several hours, and I had barely scratched the surface of the language. I had a vocabulary of about ten words, and I couldn’t use any of them in a complete sentence. 

    Good thing I had all the time in the world to master the art of goblinese. 

    Chime. 

    The second round lasted just as long as the first, and although I didn’t learn proper sentence structure, I could at least articulate that my dagger was going to spill goblin blood if the little bastard didn’t cooperate. I won myself another thirty words to my vocabulary bank. 

    Chime. 

    I quickly lost count of how many times I respawned and interrogated the storage goblin. There was no reason to half-ass my learning with my powers, and if it meant I could mock the lead goblin in his own language, that was all the incentive I needed. 

    “Human as fluent as goblin,” the storage goblin snarled after a thousand or so tries. “How learn?” 

    “Goblin teach human,” I replied with a grin. “Many times human return to learn.” 

    “Not!” it cried as it struggled beneath me. “Goblin not see human before! Human lies!” 

    “Human is God of Time,” I growled right back, and the goblin froze and stared at me wide-eyed. “Human unstoppable.” 

    The little goblin begged for its life, and I almost felt guilty as I jabbed my dagger up into its lungs. It hadn’t been the most patient teacher in the world, but the little guy had taught me so much. 

    Too bad he never even knew it. 

    “You can speak their language?” Mahini asked as we backtracked to the door. 

    “Human beautiful,” I said in the goblin-tongue with a grin. “Male say words female not know.” 

    Mahini just tilted her head and looked even more confused. 

    “I said you are beautiful,” I laughed in our shared language. Her cheeks burned a delightful shade of red. “I can flirt with you, and you’ll never know what I say.” 

    “Honestly…” she muttered. “You are so strange, Great One.” 

    “You like it,” I snickered. 

    “Yes…” she pursed her lips. “You have saved me dozens of times, you are clever, you are… nice. I don’t know what I did to deserve you, but I am thankful.” 

    I wanted to tell her that she’d tried to save my life hundreds of times as well, but she didn’t have those memories, and I didn’t feel like explaining everything to her right now. 

    I felt like killing the goblin king. 

    “Let’s do this,” I said as I nodded toward the throne room. “The king is sitting on a throne with two bigger ones, two shamans, and a few little guys. You take out the smaller ones, and protect my flanks, and I’ll take out the two big assholes and then the shamans. Then we’ll kill the king.” 

    “I will do as you say, Great One.” The black-haired warrior threw her weight against the door when we returned to the intersection, and I summoned my power to create a new save point. Then I joined Mahini at the door. 

    This time, I could understand what the lead goblin said to us. “Humans come to die?” 

    “Humans come to kill,” I replied and swung my blades around. 

    All of the goblins turned their beady little eyes on me, and the leader sat up rigid in his throne. 

    “How human speak?” it demanded. “Human too stupid!” 

    “Wow, sticks and stones much?” I asked in my own language before switching back to goblin-tongue. “Male smart. Learn goblin speak. Humans kill goblins.” 

    I gave Mahini a jerky nod and lunged to the right at the nearest berserker. My little speech was a perfect distraction, and before the brute could lift a finger to defend itself, I lopped its head off with my feather sword. Then I dodged a slash from the second berserker and tripped the sword goblin as it came in with its blade flashing. 

    The ice shaman hurled an ice ball at me as it had a dozen times before, and I easily leaned my head out of the way. The crossbow goblin fired at me as I expected, and I swatted the bolt out of the air like a fly with my dagger. The berserker tried the same overhead blow that had killed me once before, but I managed to sidestep and knock the sword goblin into its path. 

    The crunch of the smaller goblin’s bones sounded like a gunshot. 

    I danced around the remaining berserker and sliced the hands off the crossbow goblin with my feather sword. As it opened its mouth to wail in pain, I drove my dagger through the back of its throat, lifted its impaled body, and tossed it at the shaman. The feather-covered asshold stumbled under the weight of the body I’d tossed, and he crashed to the floor with a scream of surprise. 

    The berserker came up on my right, and I ducked down low enough to touch my forehead against the ground. His massive blade passed harmlessly over my body, and as it staggered off balance, I brought my dagger up under its ribcage. The blow cut his stomach open from nutsack to ribs, and he screamed something bloodcurdling into my face with his dying breath. 

    “Goblin breath bad,” I taunted in the goblin tongue. The beast wheezed again, and I yanked my dagger out of his falling body. “Goblin dead.” 

    I pounced on the shaman as soon as the berserker dropped to the ground, and with a flick of my wrist, its head rolled across the floor spilling black sludge everywhere. Then I raced to the opposite side of the room, leaped onto the other shaman, and drove both of my blades through the top of its head as I landed. 

    It took me a minute to free my blades again, but Mahini had already gotten rid of the rest of the foot-goblins. All that remained was the leader. 

    I was expecting the leader to be a spectacular fighter. Why else would it be the leader of all the goblins? I waited for it to bellow in rage, to leap from the throne, and come at me with some epic moves I had never seen before. 

    Instead, the lead goblin, the largest of the group, was fucking cowering away from me. 

    “Human strong!” it cried. “Smart and strong and new leader!” 

    “Are goblins supposed to be cowards?” I asked Mahini. 

    Her piercing blue eyes were filled with disgust as she looked down her nose at the creature backing away from us. “If they are the last standing, they usually run away.” 

    “Aww, man!” I groaned. “Here I am hoping for an epic boss battle, and all I get is this cowardly lion?” 

    Good thing my sword was super light. I didn’t want to waste any more calories dealing with this pathetic creature. 

    “Not kill!” the goblin begged as it dropped to its knees. “Goblin do as human say! Obedient to new leader!” 

    Its simpering made me pause. I didn’t trust the coward as far as I could throw it, and I knew I would never want such a cowardly creature by my side even if it was loyal to me. 

    “What is it saying?” Mahini asked me. 

    “It says it will obey me,” I murmured back. “But I know it’s lying to me.” 

    I hadn’t even bothered to raise the sword against this creature, and now I sheathed it entirely. 

    “On feet!” I snarled in the goblin’s language. 

    The creature stumbled to its feet, and I almost laughed as relief filled its big black eyes. 

    “Great One?” Mahini questioned. 

    “Goblin kill men,” I growled at the goblin. “Men of female. This male not kill goblin.” 

    I turned to Mahini who looked at me in utter confusion. 

    “Mahini gets to kill the goblin,” I said to her in our shared language. 

    The former goblin leader lifted its head toward the desert woman, and its pleading eyes shimmered with hope. It had no idea what I had just said to her. 

    But this bastard was about to pay at the hands of my woman. 
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    Chapter 9 

    “You want me to kill it?” Mahini breathed. 

    “Of course,” I told her. “You may have killed the creatures that actually killed the Golden Swords, but this creature gave them the orders. They will not be truly avenged until the leader is cut down, once and for all.” 

    “W-Well, yes, but…” The desert woman looked at me with wonder in her blue eyes. “That honor should belong to you, Great One.” 

    “I’m already a god,” I said as I shook my head. “This is my gift to you. Elrin won’t care who lopped the goblin’s head off as long as we bring it back to him.” 

    I took several long steps back and left Mahini standing in front of the simpering goblin. 

    “Avenge your family, Mahini,” I said to her as I covered the door. 

    The dark-haired goddess stared at me for a long moment before her expression turned fierce. Every memory of the Golden Swords seemed to flicker in her eyes, and when she finally turned to face the pitiful goblin leader, she stood as strong as a mountain. 

    I shuddered at the faint sound of her leather-clad fingers gripping the hilt of her sword. The desert warrior woman was a force to be reckoned with, and I was so glad she was mine. 

    “This is for my family,” Mahini whispered as she lifted her sword. 

    The goblin couldn’t understand her, and its eyes filled with terror as it finally realized what was happening. It gabbled at me, but when the sword finally whipped through the air, the creature’s piercing wails were cut off like a record yanked off a turntable. 

    Black sludge splattered the ground and oozed from the decapitated body as it slumped over, and the severed head rolled across the room until it rested against my boot. 

    The copper mine was free of goblins at last. 

    “Well, that was fun,” I joked as I nudged the severed head with my toe. “What should we do with all the bodies?” 

    “Leave them,” Mahini suggested as she wiped her sword on the headless body. “The villagers will be awed by the prowess you have shown here.” 

    “Hey, come on, I didn’t do this alone.” I gestured to the pile of bodies the desert goddess had created. “We cleared this place out together as a team. I couldn’t have done it without you.” 

    “Don’t flatter me, Great One.” A radiant smile lit up Mahini’s face, and her cheeks darkened with a blush. “You would have defeated all of the goblins as easily as you slaughtered the kobold horde. I was merely your backup.” 

    I shook my head but didn’t try to argue with her. In a way she was right. It might have taken me another few thousand tries, but I would have eventually cleared out the mine without her assistance. Her humility was endearing and added to all of the other wonderful qualities about her. 

    After I snatched up the lead goblin’s head, I led the way back through the mine. When we reached the room where I got my feather sword, the two of us spent some time organizing the crates of ore to bring back with us, and since we had left a mess of bodies in the tunnels, it was the least we could do. 

    I put the severed head and Jax’s sword into one of the crates and placed it onto another crate with copper ore. Mahini grabbed the chest of copper coins, and she led the way down the tunnel. She tossed her cargo across the gaping hole and easily leaped after it. 

    “You will have to toss everything one at a time,” she said. “Empty the crates and throw them first.” 

    “Sounds good,” I said, and I created another save point just in case I fell in the chasm while trying to jump over it. 

    It was a bit of an annoyance having to chuck the severed head and each individual rock across the chasm, but it was better than overreaching and one of us getting impaled on the spikes below. Once we got a rhythm going it all went much smoother, and the whole process took maybe five minutes or so. 

    I cleared the gap, grabbed the two crates again, and then led the way to the entrance of the tunnel. I paused long enough to grab the other crate of copper ore from earlier before turning and heading back out into the open sky. 

    The sun had gone down while we were in the mine, and since neither of us had an empty hand, we would have to travel to the town in the dark. The moon and stars overhead gave us just enough light to see the winding path, and since I was such a grade A badass now, I wasn’t worried about nocturnal beasties coming to gnaw on us while we walked. We would just kill anything that moved and be on our way. 

    The air was clean and delicious with the scent of rain, and I took several deep gulps to get the smell of goblin blood out of my nose. It was hard to tell exactly what time it was, and since I had respawned so many times, I knew my internal clock was all out of whack, but I guessed we had been fighting goblins for several hours at least. 

    “We should hurry back to town,” Mahini suggested as she stepped to my side. “I don’t want to be out in the open when the rain hits.” 

    “Are storms really bad here?” I asked and followed her as she started down the trail to the plains. 

    She shrugged. “I don’t think they are. Kotar sandstorms were worse than anything I have experienced while living here.” 

    “Ugh, I can’t even imagine a sandstorm.” I was lucky to have never experienced one back home, and I really didn’t want to. “The worst I’ve ever lived through is a pretty weak hurricane, and I thought it was amazing.” 

    “What is a hurricane?” the dark-haired beauty asked. 

    We trekked along the path as I did my best to explain what a hurricane was. Those blue eyes of hers widened when I told her the difference between a hurricane and a cyclone, and she had so many questions about meteorology that I could barely answer. The conversation lasted nearly the entire walk back, and since we couldn’t jog this time, it took us nearly half an hour. 

    “So a tsunami is a big wave, a tornado is a tube of wind, and a hurricane is like a tornado but over the water?” she asked once I’d finished explaining. 

    “Yeah, pretty much,” I said with a nod. “There were sandstorms, too, but the people that lived there had adapted to the climate so well that I never heard of someone dying in one.” 

    Or maybe those kinds of deaths just weren’t broadcasted like hurricanes and tsunamis were. I left that part out of the conversation because I really didn’t want to try to explain television to the bright young woman. 

    Mahini’s mind was insatiable. I was going to have to be careful what I said around her, or I was going to be trying to explain physics and other things I had limited knowledge of. 

    A shout rang through the air as the town came into view, and within a minute, the makeshift gates were glowing with torchlight and the people of the town surged onto the path. Several people were waving their arms, but most of the townspeople were murmuring to one another. The hum of their conversation vibrated through the air, and I could feel it long before I could make out individual faces in the crowd. 

    “You have returned so quickly, Great One!” one of the men shouted. His name was Myron, and I recalled that he had lost his brother to the goblins during an attempt at taking back the mine. “You’re covered in blood. Are you injured?” 

    I smiled at the man and shook my head as I placed the crates down at my feet. A few of the townspeople leaned forward to look inside, and they must have seen the severed head because they gasped. 

    “The monsters are no more!” I shouted so the people in the back could hear me, and then I grabbed the severed head by the ear and held it over my head. “Here is the leader of the goblins!” 

    The cheering that split the air caused my eardrums to pop. The ground began to shake as the townspeople surged forward, and soon there were hands grasping me from all directions as the people sobbed and chanted my title. I braced myself with the expectation that they would hoist me onto their shoulders like the people do in sports games, but the townspeople were content to let me keep my feet on the ground. 

    “The mercenary has coins!” a shrill voice rose above the loud cheering. 

    And then everyone was celebrating for an entirely new reason. 

    The welcome was better than I could have imagined. I knew that the townspeople would be thrilled to know the mine was free of goblins, but I never expected the amount of joy filling every face. I figured the mine was only a small step in the right direction when looking at the big picture. It had been out of commission for such a long time that it would take a while before the copper trade brought any revenue in. 

    But these people were acting as though I had brought back every little thing that they could need to survive. It didn’t seem to matter that they were close to rationing food or that general house supplies were extremely limited. To them, the clearing of the mine solved all of their problems. 

    I had brought back their hope, and that really was all they needed. 

    “Welcome back, Great One,” Elrin said as he approached from within the crowd. The lines around his eyes crinkled in the torchlight as he grinned, and the sparkle in his eyes made him look ten years younger. “I cannot begin to tell you how pleased I am that you have been successful.” 

    I scanned the crowd for a splash of red, but it didn’t look like Elissa was invited to my homecoming, so I returned my eyes to Elrin and raised an eyebrow. “And our deal?” 

    The town leader gave me a knowing smile. “It is an honor to join your name to our family, Great One. Elissa’s hand now belongs to you.” 

    I grinned and resisted the urge to pump my fists. It probably wouldn’t be the most sophisticated reaction to getting engaged, although I doubted anyone in this town would even know what I’m doing to judge me for it. 

    Holy shit. I just got engaged. 

    Before I could really process the thought, a gentle tap on my armored shoulder pulled my focus outward. Mahini stood beside me with the chest of coins and the crate with the severed head and Jax’s sword. 

    I made a quick save point, just in case, and then removed the severed head from the crate. With a nod to Mahini, I turned and held the head out to Elrin. 

    “From one leader to another,” I said as I tried to make some kind of ceremony out of the presentation. “Your mine now belongs to you once more.” 

    The town leader grabbed the severed head by its other ear and the two of us lifted it over our heads. The cheering of the townspeople increased dramatically, and I wouldn’t have been surprised if someone could hear it a hundred miles away. 

    “The Great One has vanquished the evil that took over our mines!” Elrin shouted over the cheering, and everyone quieted down as he continued. “My daughter, Elissa, will be wed to our savior tomorrow evening!” 

    And with that, the cheering reached a fevered pitch. I clapped my hands over my ears and laughed as I was once again surrounded by the townspeople. 

    Elrin led Mahini and I into the center of the town and then went to work organizing the townspeople into a long line that snaked through the streets. When the first woman stepped up to thank me for saving the town and clearing the mine, I had a sudden idea. 

    “Here,” I said and flipped open the lid of the chest of coins. The chest was filled to the brim with the flat orange coins, and I knew that there was at least enough for each person to get a handful of coins. “I know it isn’t much, but I want you to have this.” 

    I may as well have given the woman a flawless diamond from the way she held the coins to her chest. 

    “Oh, bless you, Great One,” she said as she grasped my hand. “Bless you!” 

    It took well over an hour to distribute the coins to the town’s population of about forty people. Each person got fifteen coins, and when I included Mahini, Elrin, and Elissa’s shares, there were only four coins left. Both Mahini and Elrin tried to force me to take their portions, but I turned them down. 

    “I’m a god, remember?” I grinned at them. “Most people will just give me what I want because I’m so awesome.” 

    “You will receive Elissa’s share as part of her dowry,” Elrin said in a tone that allowed no argument. “I would also like to give you another gift, Great One, that will serve you well in your endeavors.” 

    The man gestured for me to follow, and after I grabbed Jax’s sword and the near-empty chest, I trotted after him with Mahini at my side. Elrin led us through the streets to his house, but then he turned right down one of the side roads. The buildings here were all boarded-up, and we came to a stop before the last one in the row on the left. 

    “It isn’t much, but I thought you would want your own home if you are to live with us,” Elrin said. 

    The house was a small two-story building made of bright wood that told me it was one of the newer houses. The windows on the lower floor were all shattered, but the door was still sitting in its frame and there didn’t seem to be any holes in the roof. 

    The inside was a little worse for wear. The entire first room was filled with holes in the floor and charred bits of the ceiling caved in. There was no furniture in the main room, and the dining table I could see through an archway was missing two of its legs. I didn’t trust the second floor to hold my weight so I wasn’t about to go investigating up there. 

    “This has the least amount of damage.” Elrin’s voice was small and wounded, as though he knew I wasn’t exactly impressed with what I was being offered. “I will bring proper beds from my home as gifts, and I’m sure others in town would be happy to supply you with whatever else you may need, Great One.” 

    I admit that if I had been given the choice, I would have wanted a house as large as Elrin’s, but a house wasn’t actually part of the agreement, and I knew the value of the gift he was giving me. If I could get Jax and some of the other men to help with getting new lumber, it wouldn’t take too long to get the place looking as good as new. 

    I wasn’t much of a DIYer, but a little home repair never hurt anyone. 

    “It’s great, Elrin, thank you,” I said as I turned to the man. “This will make a better base of operations than the Inn.” 

    “You will still need to visit Torya if you wish to bathe,” Mahini pointed out from the arch to the dining room. “Hers is the only building in the town that has hot water.” 

    “We could always do it the long way, though, right?” I asked. “With a fire and a big tub?” 

    “You could,” Elrin conceded, “but the nearest source of water is Jax’s stream, and that’s across town from here.” 

    “Torya’s it is,” I concluded. 

    Elrin left after that to organize moving the beds from his house, and Mahini offered to return Jax’s sword to the blacksmith. The desert goddess promised to come back after a hot bath at the Inn to help me come up with a plan for the following day. It was late, and I was ready to crawl into bed with my beautiful warrior woman, consummate our bond, and celebrate our victory over the goblins.. 

    I walked through the house taking inventory of my new belongings and making a mental note of all the furnishings I would require. The first level had a very basic floorplan. The living room was right off of the entrance with a dining room through an archway at the back. The kitchen was through the dining room on the left, and a small empty room sat at the front of the house off of the living room. An empty doorway at the foot of the stairs led to a short hallway and a larger room. From the empty dresser, I guessed that it was the master bedroom. 

    I assumed that the upper floor was smaller than the lower floor, and it probably had at least two bedrooms. I would know for sure once we patched up the worst of the damaged wood. 

    Mahini returned after about twenty minutes, and I made a new save point as I walked around and told her everything I had decided to fix right away. The entire floor of the living room and about a third of its ceiling would have to be torn out and rebuilt. The kitchen was okay except for its windows, and the dining room would need chairs and two legs for the table. The master bedroom would need half of its floor ripped up and all of its windows replaced. 

    Glass panes weren’t something that was available at just any store. It was a rare commodity that required artisanship in the same sense as iron or a sword but using sand instead of metal. I suspected that the technology to make single panes didn’t even exist so most windows were made of smaller shapes held together by strips of iron like the lattice in castle windows. 

    If I could convince Elrin to help me build my own castle, I could die a very happy man. 

    The promised beds arrived shortly after we had finished walking around the house, but they refused to let me help them get it into the master bedroom. 

    “I love being me,” I said as I watched them set up the beframe. 

    After they had left, I ducked out of the house to get my own hot bath at Torya’s, and it was pure bliss to scrub the dirt, blood, and sweat off after the long hours fighting in the tunnels. 

    Dinner was a simple affair, and I got to show off some of my domestic talents to Mahini. The warrior-woman assisted me in cleaning and chopping some vegetables she had picked up on the way back from her bath, but I was the one who actually cooked everything down into a hearty stew. The fresh meat was supplied by one of the young hunters of the town, and it seemed to melt in my mouth when I took that first bite. 

    The broth was a little on the thicker side, and it had a nice smooth texture. It was a little salty, but there was also a hint of spice that reminded me a bit of pepper. The meat had a smokiness to it that filled my nose, and it was coated with an even more intense kick than the broth. The potatoes and carrots were cooked down until they practically dissolved in my mouth, and each bite left me feeling warm and fuzzy.  

    The storm broke over the town just as we finished our meal. I listened to the pounding on the roof and waited for any telltale dripping that would indicate some holes. The building stood its ground against the rain and wind, and the house didn’t even groan as I would have expected. 

    “We have a long day ahead of us,” I said as I stood up from the table. 

    “Yes,” Mahini agreed as she took my plate. “You will be married to Elissa in the evening.” 

    “To the victor go the spoils,” I said. 

    “You aren’t just a victor,” Mahini said. “You are a god. You deserve her. She is beautiful.” 

    In less than twenty-four hours, I was going to be married to a gorgeous redhead, and I would be bringing her back here to make her mine. The whole idea was a bit strange since I didn’t even have a girlfriend back home, but I couldn’t possibly be upset at the turn of events. Knowing that I would get to wake up beside Elissa and Mahini every morning was enough to make my chest swell with delight. 

    I wondered if I could find some other women in need of saving in the future? 

    The bed Elrin had delivered was about the size of a queen, and although the mattress was lumpy compared to what I was used to in my old life, it was still very soft and inviting when I laid on it. The linens had been provided by one of the nice ladies of the town, and there were enough pillows on the bed that I could have made an awesome pillow fort and still have a few left over. 

    I made a new save point when I crawled into bed, and then I noticed Mahini started making herself comfortable on the floor. 

    “What do you think you’re doing?” I asked her, and I arched an eyebrow when she looked up at me in the dim light. “You’re not sleeping on the floor.” 

    “You are a man about to be wed,” she said with a furrowed brow. “It would be inappropriate for me to share your bed with you tonight.” 

    “No,” I sighed. “I’m a god who wishes to make love to his woman. Come join me, and I’ll give you pleasure for the rest of the night.” 

    “Great One…” Mahini sighed in the darkness. “I… This… The… I feel for you. My heart beats quickly when you look at me, and… I want to give myself to you. It’s just been so fast. This morning, I barely knew who you were, and now… I wish to spend every moment with you for the rest of my life. I wish to serve you. I wish to be your wife, just as Elissa will soon be, but can I beseech you for a few more days to collect my thoughts in my head? Between the death of my family, you saving the town and gifting me with the vengeance I craved, and… telling me you love me. I--” 

    “I understand,” I sighed. “I’ve kinda forgotten that you just really met me this morning. Feels like it’s been years for me, and I know everything about you, but you don’t know that much about me.” 

    “I know enough to know my feelings for you are pure,” Mahini said as she bowed her head to me slightly. “I am yours, Great One, and if you really want… you can take me tonight, but… I would--” 

    “It’s fine, Mahini,” I chuckled. “I can go a few days before I make love to you for the first time. I want you to be happy.” 

    “Thank you, Great One,” Mahini whispered. “I feel foolish for asking for a bit more time, since I do feel this intense love for you, and the way you look at me makes my skin heat and my legs tremble, but--” 

    “You don’t have to explain anything more,” I said as I patted the bed again, “but… it’s also inappropriate for a woman to sleep on the floor when there’s more than enough room for her up here. I’ll let you be so you can sleep, but if you are feeling frisky, you just have to roll over and start riding me. Okay? I won’t mind.” 

    “You tease, Great One,” the dark-haired beauty replied, and though it was hard to tell in the darkness, I could have sworn her cheeks were flushed. “I will do as you ask, just for tonight.” 

    The bed rustled as the desert goddess slipped under the covers beside me. She kept to the very edge on her side, but her woodsy scent so close to me was enough to get me excited. Her breathing was hitched as she laid down, and I ran my fingers down her back before we both sighed. 

    “Goodnight, Mahini,” I said as I rolled over to face away from her. 

    “Goodnight, Great One,” she whispered back. 

    Dawn rose in a watery light as the last of the storm ran its course. The rain had done little to interrupt the wedding preparations that had the women of the town in an absolute frenzy. The center of the town was quickly transformed into a sitting area for the entire population, and an elegant wedding arch sat on a raised dais. 

    “What about the other guy?” I asked Elrin as he oversaw the preparations. “Wasn’t the duke’s son on his way?” 

    The town leader let out a deep sigh. “Yes, well... He is not going to be happy with this outcome, but my promise to him was for clearing the mine, just as I promised to you.” The man shrugged. “You defeated the goblins first, therefore you get to marry my wonderful daughter.” 

    “Simple, I like it.” I grinned. 

    The duke’s son had written that he would arrive tomorrow night, but I wondered if he would be late. From the various conversations I’ve had with the villagers here, Lucian had a large foot-army that would need to rest frequently, and it also sounded like the Duke of Bullard was in no rush to save the small town. If his son arrived to find the place destroyed, then the kid could just turn around and go back home. They would lose nothing by taking their time. 

    I got bored of watching everyone work on wedding stuff, so I left the mayor to continue the preparations, and then I made my way back to my house. Jax and some of the townsmen were supposed to be meeting me there to discuss the amount of lumber that would need to be harvested for the repairs. The whole process was going to be absolutely fascinating because I had never seen the archaic methods of carpentry before. Afterall, there were no chainsaws in this world to chop down a tree. 

    “Axe or bust, baby,” I said to myself. 

    Most of the townspeople had heard by then that I had been given a house and were bending over backward to help me get whatever I needed. Before I had even made it to the end of the main street, I was laden down with baskets for storing things in, some extra pillows, a set of cookware and eating utensils, and three vases for flowers. I returned to the house to drop off my new belongings, and the people started following me to offer me more gifts. 

    By the time the men arrived to help with the lumber, it felt like my new home was the most lavishly decorated in the entire town. I had to put most of the offerings into the small front room, and even then the gifts were piling out into the living room. 

    I really was a god to them. 

    The men were raring to go when they finally arrived. Two of them were well-versed in logging, and they had a much better plan of action than I did. While they explained to the others how many trees we would need and which trees would be best, I listened carefully and thought about the new skill I was about to learn. If I saved before we started felling the trees, I could impress the townsmen by taking down a tree in one swing or something. 

    I set up a new save point at the outskirts of town and grabbed myself an axe with the rest of the men. We paired up for most of the trees and had to tackle the larger trees in groups of four. It was grueling work swinging that axe around, and I quickly became tired as I overtaxed myself trying to take out a tree in as few hits as possible. 

    Chime. 

    As soon as I got the rhythm down of where to land my axe, the work became invigorating. I loved the way the impact vibrated up my arms, and I could practically feel the extra weight in my body just melting away. With all of the physical activity I was putting myself through, I was bound to start shedding pounds like a dog sheds its winter coat. If I ever did make it back to my own world someday, I would probably return looking like a cover model for Men’s Health magazine. 

    Chime. 

    I respawned at least a dozen times during the tree felling process as I learned more about what I was doing. Each time I respawned I spent time learning the best techniques from each of the men before restarting, and I just restarted when I had mastered the perfect swing. Finally, the men shared looks of awe as I selected the perfect trees each time, and when I managed to hit the mark every time, I earned myself claps on the shoulders. 

    They liked that I was a god that didn’t mind getting his hands dirty. There was no higher form of respect than what I got from those men. 

    The day passed quickly with the forestry work we did. By the time the sun was sitting low in the sky, the men were all teasing me about the wedding that was about to take place. There were no bachelor activities in this world, but one of the men did disappear for a while and return with a canteen filled with a very strong kind of alcohol. The canteen was passed around the group, and the drink felt like some kind of initiation. 

    I truly belonged to the town at that moment. 

    On the way back from the tree field, I stopped at the Inn for a hot bath before the wedding. I still wasn’t used to not having a tub in my own home, but I always enjoyed the short conversations with Torya. Despite all of her recent grief, her brilliant smile just seemed to light up the room. 

    The seamstress, Bellona, arrived at my house with a finely made outfit to wear for the wedding. None of it looked anything like a tuxedo from my world, but even I could appreciate the high quality of the clothing given to me. The only bit of clothing different from what I was already wearing was a kind of overcoat that Bellona called a doublet. It was made of some kind of soft green material, and there was very fine gold stitching to create a lattice-type pattern. The sleeves were kind of poofy at the shoulders, but the forearms were straight and form-fitting. 

    I looked fucking amazing when I figured out how to put it on. 

    “Elissa is a lucky girl,” the blonde seamstress sighed. “Oh, if only I were twenty years younger.” 

    I laughed and held my arm out to the woman. She accepted with a formal curtsey and allowed me to escort her to the town center. 

    The wedding was similar to the few I had attended back home except that there was no bridal party for my side. There was some local tradition involving the bride and some other young ladies, but I hadn’t been told anything about it so I assumed I wouldn’t be involved. 

    As soon as I stood beside Elrin on the raised dais, the air was filled with a peaceful melody played on a flute and what sounded like a violin. After a few measures of music, five women in flowing red dresses appeared at the opposite end of the dais. Their faces were completely covered by thick veils, and they were all about the same height. They waited another few measures before making their way to the dais in a single file. 

    The five women eventually stood on the dais with one close enough for me to touch. With a nod from Elrin, I drew back the veil covering the young woman’s face, and Elissa greeted me with one of her dazzling smiles. 

    “Hello, Sebastian,” she purred. 

    “Hello, yourself,” I purred right back. 

    The beautiful redhead giggled, and the two of us turned to Elrin to begin the ceremony. 

    But just before the man could get out so much as a “Dearly Beloved,” the air was split with what sounded like someone smashing two trashcan lids together.  

    “What the fuck?” I turned around again and saw that I wasn’t too far off with the trash cans. 

    At the end of the aisle that Elissa had just walked stood a muscular man with brown hair pulled back into a ponytail. He carried a wooden round shield in one hand and a broadsword in the other. His face was bright red, and he had the look of a toddler that had just gotten his new toy taken out from between his fingers. 

    “Attention, people of Addington!” One of the four soldiers standing beside the angry man-child stepped forward and slammed the butt of his spear down three times. “Lord Lucian, third son of the Duke of Bullard, has arrived!”
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    Chapter 10 

    “Dude, you’re supposed to wait for the line ‘speak now or forever hold your peace’ before you interrupt a wedding!” I shouted. I should have known the duke’s son would show up at the worst possible time, but I supposed him showing up now was better than him barging in while Elissa and I were having sex on our wedding night. 

    They must not have had that tradition in this world because Lucian’s only response was to look confused. 

    “You dare address Lord Lucian so casually?” the spear-soldier barked. “My lord demands the proper respect from one as lowly as yourself!” 

    I turned to Elrin. “Is he serious?”  

    “Yes.” The mayor nodded. 

    “From where I’m standing,” I said as I turned back to the duke’s son and his soldiers. “Lord Lucian has a mouth of his own. Can he not use it, or is he too much of a little bitch to speak for himself?” 

    Lucian’s face turned such a deep red that he looked like he had a bad sunburn. The duke’s son stormed up the aisle with all the force of a toddler about to hurl himself to the ground and demand the candy his mother wouldn’t let him have. Two of his men followed at his heels. Keeping a straight face got harder as he got closer, and I had to bite my cheek when he finally stomped onto the dais. 

    “You are clearly new around here, boy,” Lucian spat as he got a little too close for comfort. “I am the third son of the Duke of Bullard, and you will show me some respect!” 

    “Third son, right,” I said and took a step back. “That means you’ve got two older brothers, and I can only assume the first son is the one who will actually get your father’s title when the guy keels over. So you’re important… why?” 

    Lucian’s face darkened further. Was he going to burst an artery? From this proximity, I would take the brunt of a huge splash. And at least Elissa was already wearing red, so if the angry man-child did start spraying blood everywhere she wouldn’t end up looking like Carrie at the prom. 

    The duke’s son took a deep breath and looked down his nose at me. He was barely an inch taller, but in that moment, it was like he towered over me. He lifted his hand in some kind of gesture, and the two men shifted in my periphery. 

    Before I could turn around to confront them, my hands were yanked and pinned behind my back. 

    “What the--Uh, I’m in the middle of something here!” I yelled out. 

    The two soldiers restraining me didn’t even glance over. They both wore plate armor that looked heavier than what I wore in the mines, and every step filled the air with the grating sound of metal grinding against metal. 

    As the two frog-marched me down the aisle, the townspeople shot to their feet and started shouting all kinds of abuse. 

    “How dare you!” 

    “This is a sacred ceremony!” 

    “Unhand the Great One!” 

    “What do you think you’re doing to our savior?” 

    There were so many voices, and the soldiers kept me from turning to see who was saying what. These people clearly trusted and adored me enough to jump to my defense against their duke’s son. Despite the predicament, I smiled as warmth flooded my chest at their anger on my behalf. 

    “Here is perfect,” came Lucian’s voice from somewhere behind me. 

    A thick rope was looped around my neck and I knew exactly what was about to happen. 

    I should have brought my sword. 

    The rope suddenly tightened as I was drawing at my power, and panic quickly began to fill my lungs in the absence of oxygen. The angry voices quickly turned to cries of fear, and over it all was the wailing of my lovely redheaded bride to be. 

    I clamped my eyes shut and forced myself to calm down. My heart was pounding like a stampede of wild horses even though I knew I wasn’t in any real danger. I couldn’t actually die. This was just a minor inconvenience, and if I could just focus and stop freaking out for two seconds, I could set everything straight again. 

    Chime. 

    The weight of the rope vanished, and I took such a deep breath that I went lightheaded for a second. There were several men around me, and my first instinct was to flail and keep them from coming at me with a rope. 

    “Are you alright, Great One?” the nearest man asked. 

    My heart continued pounding as my brain caught up with the situation. I was back at the outskirts of town where the men, and I had been cutting trees for my house. The sun was almost directly overhead, so there were still a few hours till the wedding. 

    Shit. I had forgotten to make a new save point since I wasn’t expecting to be hanged at my own wedding. 

    So rather than having a normal human conversation, the Lord of Losers decided to just have me killed? I mean, sure, I was taunting him and being a bit of a dick, but he kind of showed up right when I was about to marry one of the hottest women I had ever met. I deserved to be a little pissed off, didn’t I? 

    What. The. Fuck. 

    I still couldn’t understand why he was so jumped up about being a third son. Didn’t that mean that unless something happened to his two older brothers, he would never see his father’s title? Was he going to pull a Scar and just throw them off a cliff or something? What did Elissa’s hand matter to him anyway? It wasn’t like she was a princess or anything, although she definitely looked and acted like one. I couldn’t see a damn thing he gained from marrying her. 

    “Great One?” someone asked. 

    “I am so gonna kill that little bitch,” I growled. 

    The men shared a startled look, but none of them asked me what I was talking about. 

    It was a good thing I had respawned back at the edge of town. I was able to use some of my pent up rage as I chopped down the trees, and it was so easy to envision Lucian’s irritating face with each swing. The anger seemed to build up with each tree we felled, and by the time the men were passing around the moonshine, I was ready to face down Lord Lucian and his stupid entourage. 

    I nearly forgot about taking a bath at the inn and had to backtrack when I stormed past the old building. My mood was still a bit sour, but I couldn’t get that mad, since I was going to be able to replay the wedding over and over again until I got the result I wanted. 

    Problems weren’t long lasting when someone is a god. 

    I arrived before Bellona showed up, and Mahini was on her way out the door. She wore what could only be described as a battle dress. There was plate armor covering most of her torso that gleamed from a recent cleaning. Her upper arms were bare, but her forearms were covered by a pair of long black leather gloves that stopped just before the elbow. A long skirt flowed down from her waist, but it was much longer on the right side with the left barely brushing her thighs. Her legs were covered in tight-fitting black leather, and the boots she wore were hidden by more plate armor that went past her knees. The whole thing was enhanced by a beige cloak hanging from her shoulders, and she looked hot enough to melt wax. 

    “Welcome h--what is the matter, Great One?” she asked as the smile slipped from her face. “You don’t look like a man about to marry a beautiful young woman.” 

    “I’m happy about that, but...” I paused and gave the black-haired desert woman a quick once over. There was no sword resting at her hip despite the heavy armor suggesting a battle outfit. “Get your sword.” 

    “What?” she questioned with a furrowed brow. “Great One, this is a wedding. It is in poor taste to bring weapons.” 

    “Trust me on this, Mahini,” I urged. “I know that we’re both going to need our swords before the night is over.” 

    The desert warrior had learned by now to just do what I told her, so she ducked out of the room and returned with her sword fastened at her left hip and her quiver of arrows on her right. Her sleek ironwood bow was in her hand, and a sense of comfort washed over me at seeing her so heavily armed. 

    “This is highly unusual, Great One,” she remarked, and she gave me a worried look before she left the house. 

    Bellona appeared at that moment and looked alarmed by all of the weapons Mahini was carrying. “I know that girl is dedicated to her post as a mercenary, but does she really think it’s appropriate to bring weapons to a wedding?” 

    “I asked her to arm herself,” I said. “I’ll have my sword as well. I just have a bad feeling about tonight.” 

    “Oh, nonsense, you’re just feeling nervous!” the blonde seamstress argued. 

    She helped me into my green doublet while she prattled on about how paranoid I was being by insisting I bring weapons to the wedding. She was sure that Elrin would object, but she didn’t try to stop me as I looped the sheath of my feather sword around my belt. Then I grabbed my curved dagger and made a mental note to get my hands on a bow and ask Mahini to teach me her skills. 

    As before, I offered my arm to Bellona and escorted her to the wedding. When I reached the dais, I made a new save point. I was hoping the Lord of Losers would turn tail and run when he saw how ready for his bullshit Mahini and I were, but there was always the chance that he decided to command his men to attack anyway. A battle in the middle of town would turn bloody very quickly since nobody would have any kind of armor or weapons to defend themselves. If a battle broke out, I would need to be able to respawn to a spot and time close by. 

    Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted Mahini shuffling closer to the dais. She didn’t step onto the raised platform, and when I turned toward her, she merely smiled and nodded. She might not believe anything was going to happen, but she was ready for it if it did. 

    What did I do to deserve such a fantastic woman? 

    Elissa and her bridal party came up the aisle to the music of the flute and violin. 

    “Hello, Sebastian,” the redheaded vixen purred at me. 

    “Hello, yourself,” I replied. 

    Her green eyes darted to the blades at my sides. “Are you expecting trouble, Sebastian?” 

    “Yes, I am,” I told her, and her eyes widened, so I took her hands and squeezed them gently to reassure her. “I won’t let anything happen to you.” 

    Her radiant smile sparkled in the torchlight. 

    The air was split by the ringing of the sword bashing against the shield held by the Lord of Losers himself. Everyone in attendance gasped as the soldier on his left announced the duke’s son while I turned to Mahini. The desert warrior gave a small nod, and I could tell she believed there would be trouble now. 

    “Lord Lucian would like to know what this gathering is all about,” the spear-soldier demanded. “A wedding is to take place once the goblins in the mine have been cleared out!” 

    “Yeah, I already did that,” I said as I raised my hand. “Two days ago, in fact, so you’re just a little late.” 

    “That’s impossible,” the Loser Lord snapped. “I have with me fifty trained men, and I see no such army here.” The brown-haired man lifted his arms to gesture at the townspeople.  

    “Well, I wasn’t alone,” I said and gestured to Mahini. “And I’m not just any man, you pompous little prick. I am Sebastian, but you may know me better as the God of Time.” 

    All of the blood seemed to drain from Lucian’s face for a fraction of a second, but he was quick to recover.  

    “I’m sure you are,” he sneered. “I bet you came flying in on a dragon with a sword made of pure light, and all you have to do is look at your enemies and they perish.” 

    “Well, somebody doesn’t believe in fairytales,” I muttered to myself. I shook my head and drew my sword, and the sound of sliding metal off to the side told me Mahini drew her own. “We can settle this right now if you would like, Lord Lucian.” 

    The four soldiers that accompanied their lord stepped forward to protect him. The two in the middle lowered their spears, and the other two drew longswords. The crowd gasped and started rising from their seats to get away from the battle that was about to happen. 

    I had to stop that. “I really don’t want to kill you on my wedding night, dude. Can’t you just come back in the morning or something?” 

    The Loser Lord looked around at the townspeople before fixing his eyes on the desert woman at my side. I wondered if he saw her in the same way that I did, with her piercing blue eyes and her badass battle dress that warned off enemies like the vibrant colors of a poison dart frog. 

    He may not have believed me when I said I was the God of Time, but I saw the moment it dawned on him that this fight would end poorly for him. 

    “Fine!” He spat out the word like he was a venomous snake. “Do not think this is over, God of Time. You have taken something that does not belong to you, and I will have my recompense.” 

    “Don’t you mean your revenge?” I called to his back as he turned away. I really shouldn’t have taunted him, but I was still a little pissed about how quickly he had me killed the last time. 

    When the Loser Lord finally disappeared, the townspeople came muttering back to their seats. They were all clearly on edge from the confrontation, and more than a few of them kept looking around at the darkness rapidly closing in. 

    I returned my sword to its sheath and gave my bride-to-be a smile. “You do attract the strangest men, dear Elissa.” 

    “Would you say, then, that you are just as strange?” The redhead let out a musical laugh that washed away whatever anxiety Lucian’s appearance had given her.  

    “I’d say I’m the strangest of them all,” I teased as I placed a gentle kiss on the back of her hand, and I was rewarded with another musical laugh. 

    Elrin cleared his throat and began the ceremony. There were no interruptions this time, and everything went off without a hitch. 

    The actual marriage ceremony was very different from ones I had attended back home. It sounded like the woman had no say in anything that happened to her once the vows were made. She was to be subservient to her husband and always be at his beck and call. It made me squirm hearing how domineering marriage was in this world, and I could barely imagine a fiery woman like Elissa putting up with such a thing. 

    So when it came time for me to speak and give myself to this woman, I made some amendments to our binding. 

    “Elissa Addington,” I began, “I do not ask you to lose who you are when we are joined. You are a bright light in this harsh world, and to snuff you out would be the most cruel thing a person could do. I ask for your hand as a partner, and ask only that you remain loyal to me in all things. I will never betray your trust, and I will always protect you and your heart.” 

    Quite a few women let out happy sighs, and I wondered how many marriages I may have accidentally strained. 

    “Sebastian, Great One,” Elissa began her own speech, and from the frown on Elrin’s face, I could tell this wasn’t a normal part of the ceremony. “I know that you will not put me in a cage like a pretty bird, meant only to be seen and never to speak. I give myself to you in every way possible, and I will always be loyal to you and your cause, and if ever you need me to do something for you, I will do so with great pleasure.” 

    Her green eyes sparkled with her vow, and I knew that even though I didn’t want her to obey my every command without hesitation, she would do so because she wanted to. I couldn’t ask for more than that. 

    There was no line about objections to the union, which was probably why Lucian looked so confused before. Elrin simply announced us to the townspeople as man and wife, and everyone rose to their feet and started clapping. 

    “There is one more part to this,” I said to Elissa. “Where I’m from, we seal a marriage with a kiss.” 

    “Oh good,” the redhead murmured, and she pulled me down to her level for a passionate kiss. 

    Her lips were as sweet as honey, and the taste blended well with the floral scent of her skin. Her fingers tugged at my hair, and when she prodded my lips with her tongue, I opened my mouth without a second thought. I never would have expected the leader’s precious daughter to be so skilled at kissing, but Elissa clearly knew what she was doing, and she dominated me as we sealed our newly-forged bond. 

    “There’s plenty of time for that later!” someone called out from the crowd. Everyone laughed and cheered when we finally pulled apart. “Let’s get to the feast!” 

    The town center was quickly transformed into a completely different scene. The village men moved the chairs around and brought several long tables from one of the empty houses nearby while the women started bringing out numerous dishes of delicious smelling food. A head table was placed on the dais where Elissa and I were seated, and we weren’t allowed to get up for any reason. 

    “Not even for seconds?” I asked when told the rules. 

    “We will bring you whatever you need,” one of the women said with a bow. “Food, drink, and even entertainment if you desire.” 

    “Is this just because I’m a god or...?” I asked Elissa. 

    My redheaded bride laughed. “They might be going to extremes for you, but it is rare for the newly married couple to be separated, even for a single moment.” 

    Her green eyes stared deep into mine, and I wondered how long this meal was going to last. There were so many things I wanted to know about this delightful woman, and most of those things couldn’t be learned with clothes on. 

    There were all kinds of foods available to us. An entire roasted wild boar was the centerpiece of the meal, and from how easily the meat fell apart in my mouth, I could only imagine how long they had cooked it for. There were other meats to choose from, but I only recognized the rabbit since the cook had laid out the fur as decoration on the table. Baskets of fresh bread were interspersed between tureens of hearty and creamy soups. 

     I immediately recognized Mahini’s hearty stew when I tasted it, and there were many other meat dishes that had the same spicy kick. I got a sizeable helping of some red vegetable that was covered in a sweet sauce that was as good as any dessert I could find back home. There were berries in thick cream and some baked apple slices that I took thirds and fourths of. 

    The meal was lavish in spite of the near famine the town was suffering from, but it was wrong to assume the people didn’t deserve to splurge a little. Not only was the mine cleared and their livelihoods restored, but with me here to protect them, they could get back to working the larger parcels of land and return the town to its normal state. It might take some time before things are back to the way they were, but hope was a powerful drug, and I really did bring a whole year’s supply worth. 

    Just as Torya had said the other day. 

    Throughout the meal, the townspeople kept coming up to the head table to wish us a happy life together. Elissa and I made small talk with each person, and the red-haired beauty was absolutely glowing under the praises of her town. Several young men expressed deepest regrets at not snatching her up sooner, and I was quick to playfully growl at them for trying to steal my new bride. The evening went by peacefully wrapped in laughter and loud singing as the alcohol was passed around. 

    By the time the moon hung full overhead, I was itching to end this feast and get to the part of the wedding that mattered the most, especially after I was blue-balled a bit by Mahini last night. I could tell Elissa was just as antsy to get to bed, and she kept giving me coy smiles whenever I looked her way for too long. Once the dancing began in earnest, I had to bite back a groan at how much longer we had to linger. 

    “We could always sneak away,” Elissa whispered into my ear as if she’d read my thoughts. The seductive smile on her lips was enough to get my blood pumping. “It wouldn’t take them long to figure out we’d gone, but they’ll never catch us.” 

    Yeah, she really knew how to get me going. 

    I took my bride’s soft hand, and we stepped off the backend of the dais. The darkness quickly swallowed us up, and once Elissa hiked up her skirt to her knees, we ran back to my house and laughed the whole way there. 

    As we crossed the threshold, I paused to let her drink in the sight of the damaged living room before I led the way to the master bedroom to the right. Candles flickered in the darkness in the hallway, and I wondered if Mahini had sneaked back during the meal to light them. I knew she approved of the match, and it warmed my heart to know she might be wishing us well. 

    “There is plenty of work to do around here,” I warned Elissa as I dragged her into the bedroom. “You’re gonna be surrounded by sweaty men tearing up the living room floor.” 

    “As long as you’re one of those sweaty men, I don’t mind,” she laughed as she started unbuttoning my doublet. “But let’s not worry about all of that right now, hmm? Let’s take off each other’s clothes and consummate our love, Great One.” 

    “Don’t need to tell me twice,” I said. 

    While she went to work on getting me out of my shirts, I pulled at my power to create a new save point. So far I had only really repeated horrible moments and some conversations. This right here was something I wanted to relive over and over again. 

    “You’re so far behind, Sebastian,” Elissa teased as she tugged my undershirt over my head. Her fingernails traced feather-light lines down my bare chest. “Don’t you want to see me naked?” 

    “Oh god yes,” I moaned as I threw my head back in pleasure. 

    The redheaded vixen giggled at me as her fingers tugged at my pants, but I growled, snatched her hands away, and spun her around to press my erection against her clothed ass. 

    “Behave yourself, wife,” I muttered into her ear, and she tilted her head away and bared her neck while I gently nipped the exposed skin. “This is a race we must finish together.” 

    Elissa moaned as I suckled on her neck, and I carefully tugged at the many silken bows holding her dress together. I dragged my lips lower and lower as I exposed more of her skin, and before long, I was gently nipping the skin of her lower back. 

    Before I could yank the dress all the way off, my redheaded bride spun around and dug her fingers into my hair. She tugged me upward, and I happily obliged to her demands and rose to my feet. She met me on the way up with a heated kiss, and her hands once again started working at my pants. 

    I slid my hands down her soft body until I reached her hips where the dress still rested. When I tugged on the fabric, Elissa did a little shimmy to help the dress along its way, and I found that she wore nothing underneath. 

    I pulled away from the kiss to drink in the sight of her naked body. Her flesh was lightly-tanned, but the freckles that splashed across her face were prevalent all over her body. The little specks decorated her forearms and thighs, and created little wings on her stomach that pointed straight to the red curls between her legs. 

    “Do you like what you see, O Great One?” Elissa purred at me, and I would have expected the young woman to shy away from my ogling, but when I caught her eye, she was giving me a seductive look. “Am I everything you were expecting.” 

    “That and more,” I murmured as I pulled her in for another hot kiss. 

    It didn’t take long for my pants to pool at our feet with Elissa’s dress, and then we were stumbling our way to the bed. I wrapped an arm around Elissa’s smooth waist as we started to tumble, and when our impact with the bed broke our kiss, I immediately started suckling on her throat. 

    Elissa let out a deep moan and curled her fingers into my hair. Her breathing picked up as I traced my lips down her chest and made my way to one of her small, round breasts. Then she let out a choked sound as my tongue flicked the nipple, and she squirmed as my fingers traced circles around the other nipple. 

    “Oh, Sebastian,” she breathed. 

    I peppered both breasts with kisses as my other hand started tracing its way up her thigh. The muscles beneath my fingertips twitched, and I knew she was paying very close attention to what I was doing. When I reached the junction between her legs, she opened herself up to me with no hesitation. 

    “Yessss,” she hissed as her fingernails dug into my scalp. 

    “As you desire, my lady,” I mumbled against her skin. 

    My fingers slipped easily between the lips of her womanhood, and she was already slick with desire for me. Her hips bucked as I curled my fingers in just the right spot, and her whines of passion were intoxicating. I dragged my lips back to her neck and suckled on a particularly sensitive spot, and she was soon quivering beneath me. 

    Her legs tightened around my shoulders, her tunnel squeezed my fingers as her orgasm hit a half-minute later, and her deep moans vibrated in the air around us. When the spasms subsided, she let out a deeply contented sigh and seemed to go limp beneath me. 

    I continued pressing gentle, lazy kisses to her neck and chest, but I wanted to wait for her to recover from her high. She gave me a dazed smile before I kissed her lips, and she let out a breathy moan into my mouth. 

    “I do hope there will be more of that,” she muttered when I pulled away again. 

    “As much as you would like,” I promised and kissed her nose. 

    After a few minutes, Elissa got her strength back, and I parted her legs so that I could kneel between them on the bed. As I hovered over her, Elissa gave me an adorable pouty look, and I couldn’t help laughing. 

    “What’s wrong, dear wife?” I asked as I swept a strand of her fiery hair out of her face. 

    “Shouldn’t I return the favor?” she asked. “Isn’t that something you want?” 

    “You have no idea,” I admitted as I kissed her cheek. “But I want this so much more.” 

    Her protests turned to moans as I gently nipped her sensitive neck and positioned myself at her slick entrance. Her legs wrapped around my back and all but pulled me into home. The beautiful redhead was tight around my cock, and we both had to gasp a few times as I pulled out of her so that I could push in another delightful inch. Finally, I was covered with her slickness, and her tunnel was relaxed enough, so I pushed my hips forward and shoved my cock as deep as I could into oher. 

    “Ohhhhh… Sebastian!” She threw her head back when I thrust all the way in, and the deep moans she let out made me happy we were alone in the house. 

    “Fuckkkk,” I growled. “You are so tight.” 

    “Do you like it, husband?” she panted. “Do you like the feel of my virgin body wrapped around you?” 

    “Yeaahhhhh,” I growled. “I love it. You have no idea now many times I’m going to fuck you tonight.” 

    “Ohhhh!” she giggled, but then she gasped when I began to roll my hips so that my tip scrapped across the slick walls of her velvet tunnel. 

    When she had adjusted to my motion, I slowly began to increase the tempo until I held her legs up in the air while I jackhammered my cock into her body. Her perfectly round breasts bounced each time I thrust into her, and as she began to have her next orgasm, I thrust as deeply as I could into her and bent down so I could suck on her left nipple. 

    “Ohhh! Ohhh! Ohhh!” she screamed and pulled my body against hers as her climax climbed to a peak, and the feeling of her tunnel clenching and massaging my shaft became too tight of a squeeze, and I groaned as I couldn’t fight against my release. 

    “I’m cumming in you,” I moaned around her nipple as soon as my sperm began to spray out of my tip. 

    “Yessss!” she groaned. “Fill me up, husband. My fertile womb hungers for your god seed. Pleaseeeee!”  

    Our bodies swayed together as I pumped what felt like a Big Gulp’s amount of cum into the redhead, and it really seemed like her pussy was milking me for every last drop. 

    And it felt amazing. 

    I wasn’t really an expert in sex. I had been with a few girls, and watched a lot of porn, but the sex with Elissa was amazing. It helped that she was one of the two most beautiful women I’d ever seen, including Mahini, but I also knew that I was a way different person than I was in the call center on Earth. 

    Being able to Chime had changed my entire attitude toward life and problem solving. Only a few days had passed in this world since I arrived, but maybe an entire year or three had transpired while I replayed important events. I had more life experiences now, and I felt way more confident about everything. 

    And I was going to learn every single thing that Elissa needed in bed to make her lose her mind and have a dozen orgasms on her wedding night. 

    Chime. 

    “You’re so far behind, Sebastian,” Elissa teased as she tugged my undershirt over my head. Her fingernails traced feather-light lines down my bare chest. “Don’t you want to see me naked?” 

    “Oh god yes,” I sighed against her touch. 

    The redheaded vixen giggled at me as her fingers tugged at my pants, but I growled, snatched her hands away, and spun her around to press my erection against her clothed ass. 

    “Patience, wife,” I muttered into her ear, and she tilted her head away and bared her neck while I gently licked the exposed skin. “I’m going to pleasure you first.” 

    “Ohhh,” she moaned. 

    I untied the silk ribbons of her wedding dress way quicker this time, but I still licked and kissed down her skin as I peeled the garment away from her. 

    As soon as her dress was off, I admired her body again, and I purred loudly as she unlaced my pants and pulled them off me. 

    “Lay on the bed,” I ordered. 

    “Yes, husband,” she giggled as she laid back, and I let out a long sigh as I studied the way her red hair danced over the sheets like fire. 

    I still couldn’t believe this beautiful creature was mine. 

    “Just relax,” I purred as I crawled between her legs and began to kiss up her thighs. “I want to taste your pussy.” 

    “You… will taste my… What?” she whispered, but then she gasped as soon as my tongue gently began to lap up her slit. 

    “Your entrance,” I growled in between licks. “I’m going to lick here until you come for me, Elissa, so be a good girl and enjoy it.” 

    “Ohhh… Sebastian…” she sighed as I began to taste her wetness. “That’s… I didn’t know men did this to women… It feels amazing.” 

    “Glad you like it,” I whispered as my tongue began to probe deeper into her wet tunnel. She tasted of citrus and sugar, and I quickly found a happy meditative state while I took turns exploring her vagina with my tongue tip before I rubbed it in slow circles around her clit. 

    But she could only stand my oral for about five minutes before she was screaming my name, arching her back off the bed, and clenching her legs around my head. Her pussy gushed like a fountain when she came, and I licked up every single drop as I used my fingers to coax a few more climaxes out of her. 

    “Ohhh… Myyyy… Sebastian… That was… Wooooowwww,” she said when she finally managed to catch her breath. 

    “Glad you liked it,” I said as I reached down to stroke my painfully hard cock. “Why don’t you get on your hands and knees with your ass facing me?” 

    “What do you mean?” she asked as she fluttered her eyelids. 

    “You know,” I said “doggie style?” 

    “No…” she bit her lip. “But… I’ll do whatever you wish, husband. I’ve just never heard of that thing? Why doggie?” 

    “Hmmm,” I purred. “Soooo, you don’t have a lot of experience, do you?” 

    “No,” she whispered as she turned a bit red. “I’ve had instruction on how to please my husband. I can lick his manhood, or use my hands, but I should be on my back with my legs spread so that his seed reaches my womb easier.” 

    “Ohhh, yeahhhh…” I chuckled as I thought about the thousands of Pornhub videos I’d seen with the hundreds of different positions. “This is going to be super fun. Get on your hands and knees on the bed as if you are a cat or dog.” 

    “Uhhh… Yes, husband.” Her face was bright red now, but she soon was on her hands and knees with her perfect ass and dripping pussy facing me. 

    “Perfect,” I said as I kneeled on the bed behind her and began to run my fingers over her smooth back and hips. 

    “But…. Sebastian,” she whispered. “This is how the animals do it. I am the mayor’s daughter and your wife… Is this proper?” 

    “Just relax,” I said, and then I slowly slid my tip in between her slick pussy lips and pushed my cock forward into her trembling body. 

    And then she lost her mind. 

    I fucked her hard and deep, and the redhead had to push her face into the pillow to mute her screams. She enjoyed her second orgasm quickly, and I managed to have enough willpower to last until she came a third time. Then I just couldn’t resist her clenching pussy, and she screamed into the pillow again as I poured my hot cum deep inside of her accepting womb. 

    Chime. 

    “You’re so far behind, Sebastian,” Elissa teased as she tugged my undershirt over my head. Her fingernails traced feather-light lines down my bare chest. “Don’t you want to--” 

    I silenced her words with a kiss as I tore the ribbons of her dress free, and then I pushed her against the wall of our bedroom as I unlaced my pants to free my cock. 

    “Sebastian,” she panted as soon as my fingers began to explore her wet pussy. “You are so rough…” 

    “Do you like it?” I growled into her ear as I pulled my fingers from her, wiped some of her slickness on my tip, and then angled myself against her opening. 

    “Yes,” she said, but then she screamed “yes!” again when I forced my cock into her from behind, and then she didn’t speak for another twenty minutes as I pounded her against the wall of the room. 

    Elissa actually did seem to like it pretty rough, and she climaxed so quickly and violently that I lost control of my balls, and we both shouted each other’s names as I released a fire-hose spray of my cream inside of her bent body. 

    Chime. 

    I had her ride me until we both came. 

    Chime. 

    I switched positions after she climaxed, and I managed to coax four out of her before I lost it and filled her up. 

    Chime. 

    Chime. 

    Chime. 

    Each time I learned more about what my new wife liked, what she loved, and what drove her crazy when I fucked her. She preferred to ride me cowgirl style, she loved it when we spooned and I lifted her leg up so that I could get deeper in her, and she really loved lotus position. 

    Chime. 

    I lost track of how many times I reset our first night of love making, but I eventually learned the proper sequence of licks, thrusts, and motions to bring her to what I guessed was maximum pleasure. I started off by licking her clit while I fingered her with just my thumb. Then, while she was in the throes of climax, I kneeled between her spread thighs and entered her in a missionary position while her walls were still clenching. This made her climax last almost three more minutes, and I was able to ride the waves through the various positions as she experienced a longer and higher climax that never seemed to end. 

    After Elissa had some sixteen climaxes spread over thirty minutes, I ended the session with her riding me cow-girl style while I forced her hips down so she could get the correct amount of bounce off my cock. 

    “Ohhh… Ohhhhh. Ohhhh…” The redhead’s green eyes rolled back into her head, and her mouth hung open as drool dripped down her chin. The sight of her lost in the endless amounts of pleasure that I’d figured out how to give her just enforced the dopamine flowing through my veins, and my cock felt like a rod of titanium as it speared her shaking body. 

    I wasn’t just the god of time or war. 

    I was the god of sex, too. 

    “You’ve been such a good girl for me, Elissa,” I purred as I pulled her down on me. “I think it’s time for your reward.” 

    “Yessss…” she choked out the word as her pussy squeezed me like a vise. 

    “Is your pussy ready for my cum?” I asked, since I knew this question always drove her wild. 

    “P-p-pleaseeee,” Elissa stuttered. “Fill me up… Sebastian… I…” 

    “Take all my love, wife,” I growled, and then I released, and my wife cried out as she hit her last Mt. Everest climax peak. 

    I’d had a bunch of crazy orgasms since I started learning how to make love to Elissa, but I knew this was going to be the real one, and that turned me on even more. My cock and balls seemed to spit icy-fire, and I gasped as both pleasure and pain erupted out of me and filled the beautiful redhead. She kept coming as she felt me pump up into her, and her spasming tension just caused me to shoot more up into her, which caused her to clench tighter. It was like a never ending circle of pleasure, and I could have sworn that my soul actually left my body and floated around the room above us as we released. 

    Then we slowly descended from the mountain, and Elissa collapsed forward onto my chest with my cock still buried deep inside of her. 

    Our heavy breathing filled the silence for several minutes that turned into a half an hour, and when it started to grow quiet, Elissa began to chuckle. 

    Then she began to cry. 

    “Are you okay?” I asked as I ran my fingers down the silky skin of her back. 

    “Yes,” she whispered as tears raindropped onto my chest. 

    “Why are you crying, then?” I asked. 

    “It’s… just… that felt so amazing,” she whined. “I never thought… I didn’t know it was supposed to be like that. I felt my mind slip away, and all I knew was the pleasure you gave me.” 

    “Oh,” I laughed as I hugged her closer to me. “I guess that’s a good reason to cry.” 

    “You are wonderful,” she sniffed. “I’m… I can’t believe I am your wife. You came to our small and insignificant village, you saved us from the kobolds, then you saved the mine, then you saved me from marrying that toad of a lordling. How… How did we get so lucky?” 

    “Sometimes good things happen,” I whispered as I began to stroke her thick red hair. “You deserve me, and I deserve you. Best not to question it.” 

    “Sebastian,” she said as she moved her head up to look at me. “I swear to you, on the vows I said earlier at our wedding and right here, at this moment. I will be your faithful and devoted wife until the day I die. You have shown me pleasure and love that I couldn’t even imagine. I know you are a god that must live forever, but during my mortal life, my soul will be yours. It is everything that I have, so it is all that I can give, even though it might not be enough for you.” 

    “You are a good woman, Elissa,” I whispered as I wiped away her tears. “I accept your vow, and in return for your soul, I will give you endless pleasure and protect you from danger.” 

    My wife nodded, and then she nestled her head against my chest once more and shed a few more tears. It was obvious to me now that these were tears of joy, so I let her have them while I just hugged her tighter. 

    It would have been so easy to fall asleep right then and there, but I did want to get her mind off of thoughts that would make her cry, and I guessed that she might need some food or drink after climaxing as many times as she just did. 

    “We should get a snack,” I muttered as I created a new save point. 

    “Is there any fruit in the kitchen, Bash?” she asked. 

    “Hmmm, I’m not sure,” I whispered. 

    “I’ll go and see,” she laughed before kissing me gently on the lips. “You just… pleased me. Now I will take care of you.” 

    “Be careful,” I said as my head fell onto the plush blanket. “Take a candle.” 

    Elissa wasn’t gone more than five minutes, but it was enough time for energy to slowly seep back into my body. When she finally returned with a small bowl filled with red berries. She placed down the candle she had taken and climbed back into the bed beside me. When I rolled over onto my back, she placed one of the berries at my lips. The tartness of the berry hit my tongue and mixed well with the sweetness from Elissa’s lips. 

    I was a bit worried about finding a conversation, but when I asked her to tell me about herself, I pretty much got her entire life story without having to ask any questions. She clearly enjoyed talking, and once she got going, I just sat back and listened to the rise and fall of her voice. 

    Elissa’s mother had died giving birth to her, and it explained why Elrin was so protective of her. She spent most of her childhood with a wetnurse, and was treated like a little princess. She was taught everything from singing to horseback riding, and was even given some of the same basic schooling as the boys of her hometown alongside the more domestic lessons befitting a lady. 

    Her favorite color was the softest shade of lavender possible, much lighter than the flower because the flower is just too much purple, apparently. She was happy to try any food once, and had a preference for the exotic foods that her father used to get imported when she was younger. Her favorite dish was roast Irrak, which was a bizarre kind of bird that sounded like a cross between an ostrich and a honey badger. She wasn’t fond of most alcoholic drinks, but there was a suitor who brought her father a fruity wine she had really enjoyed. 

    Elissa was a very frivolous person on the outside, and I quickly learned that this was a mask that she wore to protect herself. She was the type of person who could read a book, absorb all of the information, and be able to talk about the subject with perfect clarity. Her intelligence would have easily qualified as a genius back home, and she clearly knew more about her own world than I ever possibly could. She had never traveled in her entire life, but she could paint a picture of the entire world with just her words, and it was so easy to just let her talk and talk and talk and talk. 

    The sky outside was already beginning to turn light when she finally passed out, and I spent a good half an hour or so watching her beautiful smiling face as she slept. 

    Then there was a banging on the front door. 

    “What the fuck?” I sighed. 

    Elissa groaned beside me in her sleep, and I carefully slipped my arm out from beneath her head. She mumbled something incoherent as she shifted, and when I laid the blanket over her, she was fast asleep again. 

    “This has better be fucking good,” I growled as I pulled my pants back on. 

    The weight of my two blades was comforting at my side as I headed through the house. The banging on the door started back up as I reached the living room, and I almost got a fist to the face when I yanked open the door. 

    The Loser Lord stood fuming on my doorstep and looked like he wished he had gotten to punch me. 

    “What?” I barked. “I left a very sexy woman in my bed, and I would really like to get back to her now.” 

    “I’m sure you would, Great One.” He said my title with as much of a mocking tone as possible, and I nearly wiped the smirk off his face with my dagger. “But that’s exactly why I am here. That very sexy woman in there does not belong to you.” 

    I arched an eyebrow. “More to me than to you.” 

    The Loser Lord took a deep breath that was probably meant to keep him from strangling me before he was able to speak again. “I traveled all this way with the intention of marrying that beautiful woman. You cannot just take her from underneath my nose like this. Her father and I had an agreement, and I will see that it is fulfilled.” 

    “Oh, just get on with it already,” I growled. “What do you want?” 

    “Elissa’s marriage with you will be revoked, and she will marry me as she was supposed to,” the Loser Lord said as he raised his nose into the air.
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    Chapter 11 

    Did this guy really think that barging into my house at the crack of dawn would get him whatever he wanted? I didn’t even need to ask myself that because the look on his face was answer enough. He probably thought that I would be too exhausted from the night before to argue whatever nonsense came spewing out of his mouth. 

    Or he was just a prick. 

    “Look, dude, I don’t know what you expected,” I said as I leaned against the doorframe. “The deal was that you cleared out the mine, and then you would get the girl. Well, I did all that before you and your army got here, so I’m the one who gets the prize. I can’t make it simpler than that.” 

    “That was not the deal,” Lucian growled and took a step into my personal bubble. “There was no caveat that some false god could come in and do all the work for me. Elrin and my father discussed this at length, and it was decided that Elissa would be my bride!” 

    “Woooooow, you really sound like a whiny little bitch right now,” I said. 

    The Loser Lord’s face turned even redder, and he managed some kind of garbled speech that was harder to understand than the goblin language. 

    I smirked as an idea popped into my head. 

    “Male waste time,” I mocked in the goblin tongue. “This male keep female. This male destroy fighters, destroy all!” 

    The gaped expression on Lucian’s face made all of the respawns to learn the goblin language totally worth it. He recovered quickly enough, and instead of questioning or praising my amazing new skill, the Loser Lord just seemed to get angrier. 

    “No wonder you were able to get rid of the goblins,” he snarled. “You’re practically one yourself!” 

    “I get why you would think that, but you’re wrong.” I shrugged and looked down at my fingernails. They could really use a trim. Did they have nail clippers in this world? Maybe a file would do. “Now if there’s nothing else you want to whine about, I really would like to get back to bed.” 

    “Whine!” Lucian must really be used to people bending over backwards to give him his every wish. “You will annul your marriage to my bride and give her to me!” 

    “Gentlemen, please, you’ll wake the entire town!” Elrin came jogging up the street to my doorstep and gestured for us to quiet down. “Why don’t we take this conversation to my house, and we can continue the discussion behind closed doors.” 

    “There is nothing to discuss!” shouted Lucian. “Your daughter was to marry me, not this so-called God of Time!” 

    “He is not ‘so-called,’ Lucian,” Elrin said in a calm tone. “Sebastian is the real thing. Everyone in town has seen him in action, and there is nobody in the world quite like him.” 

    The brown-haired duke’s son gave me a wary glance. He clearly didn’t believe that I was anything special, and I wondered if he was going to challenge me to a duel over the lady’s hand. It wouldn’t be much of a fight since I already had Elissa’s hand, but I didn’t mind playing cat-and-mouse with the Loser Lord. 

    “Elrin, I want this explained,” Lucian finally demanded. 

    “Don’t you ever say ‘please?’” I chimed in. I earned a glare from the duke’s son that might have had me shaking in my boots if I was actually wearing boots. 

    “You’ll come along, too, charlatan,” Lucian added. “I want the entire story from all sides so that we can figure out where the misunderstanding lies.” 

    He almost sounded reasonable, but I had a feeling he was just being civil for the moment. He didn’t seem like the type to let something get snatched away from him without his say so. 

    Which kind of defeated the purpose of it being snatched, but whatever. 

    “My new wife is sleeping all comfy in bed,” I said as I shrugged my shoulders. “I’m just going to go back there. I don’t really care what length of rod Prince Toad has shoved up his ass.” 

    “Great One,” Elrin cleared his throat. “Lucian’s father… well. He--” 

    “My family owns this town and the mines!” the other man hissed. 

    “Ahhh,” I sighed, “so this is a bit of a political thing? I can’t just kill him right now and be done with it?” 

    “No, Great One,” Elrin sighed. 

    “I am a trained swordsman!” the twerp groaned as he reached for his sword, “and I--” 

    “If you pull out that blade I will skin you alive and then roast your balls while you are still living,” I stated. 

    The prince froze, and I could almost hear his teeth grind together as he let his fingers off his blade. 

    “You… We need to have this discussion,” he finally graveled. 

    I looked at Elrin, and when the man gave me a nod, I sighed, raised my finger so they knew to wait a moment, and ducked back inside to grab some more clothes. I retreated back to the bedroom and slipped the loose undershirt back over my head. I didn’t bother with the doublet since I didn’t want to look super fancy for the annoying conversation we were about to have, but I shoved my feet into the nice boots from the wedding. They were surprisingly comfortable, and once they were laced up they fit so snugly that I could have run at top speed and not worried about them falling off. 

    Elissa stirred as I sat on the bed to lace up the boots, and she gave me a lazy smile. “Good morning, Bash.” 

    “Good morning, wife,” I replied. 

    “Why are you up so early?” She reached out and tugged at my shirt to entice me back into the bed. “Nobody should be expecting you to be up and walking around for several hours.” 

    “Yeah, well, your former fiancé is throwing a little bitch temper tantrum,” I explained as I started lacing up the other boot. “He’s demanding that we annul our marriage so he can have you as per the original agreement.” 

    I half expected Elissa to give me a worried or terrified look. The Duke of Bullard sounded like a pretty powerful guy if he could get a marriage agreement out of Elrin, and his son had more to offer Elissa than I did, at least where her father was concerned. 

    “Does he really think Father will order our marriage to be broken?” Elissa laughed. “You are the God of Time, Sebastian. He fears your power far more than the Duke of Bullard.” 

    “Well, that’s good,” I growled playfully as I leaned closer to her. “Because I don’t like returning gifts that have been given to me.” 

    Elissa’s green eyes sparkled with desire, and when she pulled me in for a heated kiss, I nearly lost the resolve to go and chat with her father and former fiancé. It would have been so much easier and much more pleasurable to fall back into bed and enjoy her company. 

    But I had left the door open when I came back inside to get my clothes, so I knew it wouldn’t be long before the Loser Lord came stomping in here to ruin the fun. 

    “I would love to climb back into bed, my dear, but I have to go be a grown-up for a while,” I said to her as I pulled away from the kiss, and the pout she gave me weakened my resolve further, but I pushed through it. “I will spend tonight making it up to you, alright?” 

    “It’s a date,” she purred and planted another quick kiss to my lips. 

    The redheaded vixen sprawled herself out on the bed as I made my way out of the room. She knew she was in the strongest form of temptation, especially when she gave me a seductive smile. Several deep breaths did nothing to break through the fog in my head, but I somehow managed to turn my back and leave the room. 

    The short walk to Elrin’s house was filled only with the sound of our footsteps. Lucian clearly wanted to save the discussion for when we were indoors, and Elrin was probably trying to act as the mediator between us, so he didn’t want to seem too chummy with me. It gave me plenty of time to fantasize about the naked woman lying in my bed and all the delightful things I would do to her later. 

    Elrin brought us to a sitting room with plush red chairs. His offer of breakfast went ignored by Lucian, but I was happy to be treated to a bowl of fresh fruits and berries. 

    Then I made a save point before the conversation started, just in case things took a wrong turn into Crazy Town. 

    “Get on with it, Elrin,” Lucian growled as he threw himself against the back of his chair. He looked like a child that was being forced to interact with family members he didn’t know or like. He probably thought this whole thing would culminate in Elrin telling me I had to give Elissa up. 

    “Sebastian arrived here a few days ago,” Elrin began. “We were under siege by a horde of kobolds, and he just came out of nowhere and annihilated them all.” 

    “Kobolds are weak,” Lucian scoffed. “I would have done the same thing.” 

    “Against a horde of twenty, my lord?” Elrin questioned. His tone was curious instead of confrontational, but the duke’s son still shot him a glare. “Sebastian knew where the attacks were going to come from. I cannot explain it to you without it sounding like a tall tale.” 

    Elrin paused to give Lucian a chance to add some comment, but the brown-haired man-child just waved his hand for the town leader to continue. “When Sebastian offered to help the town, I was desperate. We can do nothing without our mine, as you know, and the horde of kobolds was just too close to home.” 

    “You knew I would be arriving shortly,” Lucian snorted. “You could have waited another day or two.” 

    “Or he could have had his mine under his control again for a day or two,” I countered with a shrug. “Just saying.” 

    Lucian glared at me. “He had an agreement with my father, and he should have honored it.” 

    “Show me the paper trail,” I argued. 

    “Paper trail?” the duke’s son echoed. “What does that even mean?” 

    “Gentlemen!” Elrin clapped his hands together before I could retort. “Let me finish the story in full before you start bickering again, please.” 

    Lucian crossed his arms and scowled at me. He seriously looked more and more like a child with every passing second. 

    “One of Sebastian’s terms was that if he succeeded, Elissa would be his bride,” Elrin told the duke’s son, and he raised his hand when the man-child opened his mouth to complain. “I will admit that I didn’t think Sebastian would be able to clear out the mine with only himself and the mercenary woman. I thought they would return, or be killed, like others I had sent. I even mentioned as much to him, but he was confident that he could take care of our problem.” 

    Lucian shifted in his chair and glared at me again, but kept his mouth shut. For once. 

    “I was pleasantly surprised when they returned just after midday with a chest full of copper coins and the lead goblin’s head,” Elrin laughed. 

    “I have brought you several chests of gold coins, Elrin,” Lucian growled. “Which is the agreed-upon price of your daughter’s hand. This man gives you your mine back, and that’s it? You would turn away the wealth I bring for… for some god?” 

    “Yes, I would,” Elrin stated. “If you knew what power he possesses, my lord, you would be down on your knees begging for his forgiveness. He really is a god walking amongst us mere mortals, and I am happy that my daughter is his wife.” 

    I was pretty sure Elrin thought I was going to fail at clearing out the mine, so his confidence in my power was a surprising change. When we first met, he seemed like a man backed into a corner. He had nothing to lose by accepting my offer, and by clearing out the mine with only two people, I had proven just how amazing I was. 

    Elissa was right when she said her father respected me and my power more than he feared the duke’s wrath. 

    Warmth filled my chest at the man’s praise, and I was glad to say he was my father-in-law, even if the term was strange to the people of this world. 

    “He used a trick,” Lucian said, and he was clearly unfazed by Elrin’s statement. “He can speak to goblins. Probably because he’s got goblin blood or something.” 

    “I’m a god, you idiot,” I growled. “I can do anything I set my mind to.” 

    “Clearly,” he snapped. “Otherwise we wouldn’t be in this situation right now!” 

    “Look, you whiny man-child,” I snapped right back. “Elrin probably shouldn’t have made that deal with me, but what’s done is done. It’s in the past, and you have no power to change it. Elissa is my bride, and I am not going to give her up to a loser like you!” 

    “Then I will raze this town to the ground and slaughter everyone,” Lucian threatened. 

    He really was throwing a temper tantrum just because I took something away before he could get to it. 

    “You are welcome to try,” Elrin chimed in, and the leader’s face had lost its calm expression and now wore a confident smirk. “Sebastian has vowed to protect this town, and he will destroy you and anyone else who tries to harm us. I have no doubt of that.” 

    The Loser Lord got himself all puffed up again, and if he had been wearing green I would have said he looked like a frog in a pot of boiling water. He was wearing mostly neutral colors, so he just looked like a whiny man-child. 

    “I have an army at my command!” Lucian shouted. 

    “The God of Time will annihilate you all,” Elrin said as he shrugged calmly. 

    The duke’s son shot to his feet and stood breathing like a raging bull about to charge. His gray eyes darted between me and Elrin, as if he wasn’t sure which of us was insulting him more. He decided it was me and stormed the short distance to my chair. 

    “You will live to regret this, God of Time,” he snarled as he brought his face a little too close to mine. “My father will hear of this betrayal, and he will send as many men as he needs in order to crush you beneath his thumb like the insignificant insect that you are.” 

    “Don’t strain yourself too much there, bud,” I said as I leaned away from him. “That sounded like too many big words for your tiny brain to handle.” 

    Lucian’s face darkened further, but before he could make any kind of retort, the sound of someone clearing their throat filled the room. 

    We all turned to see Elissa standing in the doorway. She wore a pale pink dress that fell to her shins. It really brought out the red in her hair and caused the freckles on her arms to pop. A blush crept across her face when she caught my eye, but she didn’t try to hide her face as she stepped into the room. 

    “It is very nice to see you again, Lucian,” she said. “But I am happy in my marriage to Sebastian.” 

    “You’ve been married a day,” Lucian grumbled. “You would have been happy with me.” 

    She didn’t argue that, but her eyes flashed, and I knew that she didn’t like him deciding for her.  

    “I doubt it very much,” she began. “Sebastian gave me an unbelievable amount of pleasure last night, and my womb is filled with his god seed. No mortal can compare to him. The matter over me, and my hand is resolved. I have married Sebastian. I am his wife, and he is my husband.” 

    “So your purity has been fouled…” Lucian’s gray eyes flickered between me and Elissa before resting on the beautiful redhead. “It’s no matter. I still want you, and you will be mine. I will give you two days to change your mind. If you make the right decision by then, I will not destroy this town. 

    He shot her a warning look before storming past her out of the room, and my mind spun for a second as I considered my course of action. 

    I could kill the spoiled prince now, but there were a few problems with that. First was that no one but the mayor and my wife would see me in action, and they already both believed I was a god. Second was that I didn’t actually know this duke dude, and Lucian whining to his dad about not getting the woman he wanted would only get a handful of troops for assistance, or so I figured. Reports coming to the duke that I killed his son in the mayor’s house with no witnesses would probably really piss him off, and he’d probably send a few hundred warriors here to kill me. 

    I figured there would be a better time to kill Lucian, and that would be in front of everyone so that it was clear that the deed was done in honorable combat. 

    So, I let the man storm out of the house with his life intact. 

    Elrin let out a deep breath and collapsed into the nearest chair. “I will sleep better when he is far away from here.” 

    “From the sounds of it, far away from here is going to be six feet under,” I remarked as I plucked a raspberry from the bowl. “He’s not going to leave without Elissa.” 

    “And I’m not leaving with him, so it’s an impasse,” Elissa stated as she crossed the room to sit in my lap, took the raspberry from my hand, and popped it into her mouth. “I’m quite fond of being a wife to the God of Time, thank you very much.” 

    We all laughed, and while Elrin and Elissa chatted about the night before, I found myself thinking about the terms Lucian laid out. Elissa had made it abundantly clear that she had no interest in marrying the duke’s son, and I wasn’t about to give my woman to another man, so I imagined there was about to be another epic battle just outside the town walls. 

    “I’m gonna get some air,” I said as I patted Elissa’s thigh through her dress. “I have to come up with a strategy if I’m going to protect the town.” 

    “Would you like me to call the men for another meeting?” Elrin offered. “I’m sure many of them would volunteer to assist you in the fight.” 

    “Naw.” I shook my head. “For now, I just need to weigh all of the options. I don’t want to put anyone in any more danger than they’ll already be in.” 

    I bade the two of them goodbye and headed out of the house. Lucian was long gone by that point, but I could have sworn I could hear the chattering of his men just outside the walls. The word ‘army’ had been thrown around today, but I had no idea what kind of numbers I was looking at. It had to be a decent amount, since the mine had been crawling with goblins. I couldn’t see ten men clearing out the mine and coming out unscathed, otherwise Elrin would have done it himself ages ago. 

    I headed straight for the main entrance of the town where I had fought the kobolds. Elrin made it clear that the duke’s castle laid to the south of Addington, so I had to assume that was where the army would camp out in this waiting game. There weren’t any other towns nearby that we could go running to for help, so it wasn’t like the army needed to surround the town to keep us from leaving. Two days wasn’t enough time to get reinforcements. 

    Too bad I didn’t actually have that fire-breathing dragon Lucian claimed I had rode in on. 

    “Holy shit,” I breathed as I saw what laid beyond the main gate. 

    Canvas tents stood like islands in the sea of tall grass. They were spread out in a chaotic manner, and I knew that the only way to count them all would be to get some height and hope the number of tents was equal to the number of soldiers. The men swarmed the place like a bunch of ants, and every single one wore fine plate armor that made my own set look like it was made of aluminum foil. Swords and spears gleamed in the sunshine, and the sound of metal clashing told me there were at least two men practicing their skills with one another. 

    I tried to take a headcount, but none of the men stood still long enough to get any kind of accuracy. I thought about what made an army back home, but even that didn’t provide any answers. All I knew for certain was that there were less than two hundred men waiting outside the town, but there were definitely more than twenty waiting to destroy everything in sight. 

    “Disappointed, Great One?” a man asked, and as he came up behind me he clapped a hand on my shoulder. “They’ll be like a cloud of annoying flies for you to swat around.” 

    The two men with him laughed and agreed, and I did my best to pretend like I wasn’t worried. I mean, I wasn’t really. I could respawn as many times as I needed, so it wasn’t like I was going to lose in the end, but when I thought about how long it had taken me to defeat the kobolds and the goblins, my hands started to sweat. I had gotten really good at drawing on my ability before I could actually experience the pain of death, but there were always surprise moments that slipped through the cracks. 

    The men out there were likely to be highly skilled in the art of war, and they would be able to slip through my defenses easily in the beginning. I really wasn’t looking forward to being turned into a voodoo doll. 

    “You seem troubled, Great One.” Mahini’s melodic voice cut through my thoughts. Her presence calmed some of the turmoil building up in my head, and when I turned around, her eyes were filled with trust. “I have seen you battle a horde of kobolds and a slew of goblins. If these men cause any issues, you will handle them without a problem.” 

    “When they cause problems,” I corrected her, and I quickly filled her in on Lucian’s demands. “He won’t leave without Elissa, and she won’t leave with him, so I’m going to have to kill every man out there.” 

    The desert warrior’s blue eyes filled with cold fire. “I am sworn to fight at your side, so do not forget to include me in your plans for slaughter, Great One.” 

    I recalled that some asshole had made threats to her family and I understood her anger. “Do you think it’s wrong to kill all of these men? Lucian I get; he’s a dick; but these guys are only following orders...” 

    Killing the kobolds and the goblins had been as easy as breathing. Neither creature looked enough like a human for me to even consider their sentience. Even after I learned the goblin language, it had been easy to just think of the little green dudes as monsters that needed to be exterminated. 

    It was different with humans. The sorcerer’s men had been trying to kill me, so killing them was simply a matter of self-defense. And, yeah, if the duke’s soldiers started swinging their shiny swords at me, I wouldn’t have a problem with defending myself to the death. 

    But what if there was a way to convince them not to fight? 

    “If they choose to cross swords with you, then they choose to die,” Mahini said as if she followed my train of thought. “But these men swore an oath to their lord, and if they were to stand down at your word, they would lose their honor.” 

    “There aren’t many people as amazing as you, Mahini,” I praised her with a smile. “Most humans will choose their lives over their honor when it comes down to it.” 

    “Would you?” she asked, and she turned her piercing blue eyes to me. It was like she was looking deep into my soul. 

    “I wouldn’t run away from a fight,” I said. “And I wouldn’t put my life above anyone else’s. But if you or Elissa were in danger, I would sacrifice myself to save you.” 

    “Yes, that’s what I thought,” the black-haired goddess said with a nod. “You have the highest sense of honor. That is just one of the many reasons why we are bonded.” 

    “Well, I’m glad you think so highly of me,” I laughed. “I’m happy to have your respect.” 

    “You have more than my respect, Great One,” she said as she gave me another piercing stare. “I have already spoken of my love for you. But now I need to speak with Jax about upgrades to my armor if I am to stand at your side for this battle. May I depart your company for a bit?” 

    “Yeah, I’ll meet you there later,” I said, and she was gone before I had even finished the sentence. “That was weird.” 

    I stood staring after her for several long minutes. What did she mean when she said I had more than her respect? Was she talking about loyalty and trust? Or something else entirely? 

    “She really is a desert mirage,” I said to myself. 

    But that just made me want to know even more about her. 

    I wandered through the town with no real destination in mind. The townspeople must have already figured out that Lucian had given Elissa an ultimatum because the town was as busy as rush-hour traffic. The men were hauling materials to the outskirts of town to get the wall built. A few stopped to talk to me about my home repairs, but I assured them that the town’s safety was more important than my flooring. 

    “The room you and Liss need is in pretty good shape, huh?” one of the men teased as the rest roared with laughter. 

    “Yeah,” I agreed. “And what’s a few more days in the long run? I’ll be able to work harder if I know that pest isn’t out there sulking.” 

    The men went back to their work roaring with laughter and making all kinds of jokes at the expense of their liege lord’s son. 

    I probably shouldn’t have been stoking the fire of their hostility toward the man, but if I had my way, this town would look to me as their sovereign. The villagers clearly preferred me over the Duke of Bullard who sat in his castle hundreds of miles away, and although I didn’t exactly know the politics of this world, the guy must not be doing a very good job if the first god that comes walking into their midst can just take over as the ruler. 

    “Wipe that silly grin off your face, Great One.” The sharp voice behind me made me jump and whirl around, and Dora the Healer was standing there with a smug expression. “You have to survive the battle before you can start patting yourself on the back.” 

    “I don’t suppose you have some knowledge that will help me survive?” I asked with as big a grin as I could manage. Dora reminded me of a feisty Italian mother that used her sharp tongue to protect her loved ones from their own blunders, so her jabs just made me chuckle. 

    “Unless you plan to poison the whole bunch, my herbs won’t do you much good until after the dust clears.” The scrawny woman let out a barking laugh and jerked her head for me to follow her.  

    Her words brought back the acid goblin from the mines, and while I thought it might be cool to do something like that, I doubted there was a plant in her care that had the same kind of strength as something obviously magical. 

    The dark-skinned healer brought me to a small building just around the corner from Jax’s forge. It stood out among all the other buildings in the town because it was built entirely of stone except for the shingled roof. A wide chimney was spitting out thin white smoke into the air, and there was a small fenced-in plot of land attached to the left side. Plants of all kinds were growing there, and the fragrant and pungent smell of herbs hit me as soon as I came within five feet of the front door. 

    When Dora entered the stone hut, I created a new save point. If I was about to learn a new skill, I wanted to make sure I had it mastered on the first go around. I crossed the threshold and had to pause for a minute for my eyes to adjust. 

    It was much darker inside, and the only light came from the happily crackling fire in the grate. A single window sat in the middle of the far wall, and when I spotted the bed beneath it, I realized that the healer’s hut had only one room. It served as her kitchen, entryway, bedroom, and sitting room, but it was larger than most studio apartments back in my world, and with how organized everything was, the space was perfectly utilized. 

    The kitchen consisted of a single flat surface and a large basin that served as the sink. The sitting room had two large comfortable-looking chairs sitting close to the fire. The bedroom was just the bed and a small end table, and the entryway had enough space for several pairs of boots and coats to go on pegs on the wall. 

    Dora was busy at a large table right by the entryway, and the walls around the table were covered in shelves that held all kinds of jars and baskets of various herbs. Each container was labeled, and I quickly realized that the herbs were sorted in alphabetical order. A large book laid open on the table to a page that detailed the uses of a poultice, and I wondered if it was the poultice she had applied to my arm. 

    “You’d be better off learning magic than sticking your nose into that book,” Dora said when she caught me reading over her shoulder. “Won’t do you much good in the battle. Those men won’t sit and twiddle their thumbs while you mix herbs together and plaster your injuries.” 

    “You mentioned magic before,” I said as I looked at the different jars on the shelves. “Is there someone in the duke’s land that could teach me how to heal wounds? It would definitely be nice to mend my injuries as I go.” 

    The healer was quiet for so long that I wondered if she had even heard me. It was several long minutes before she finally turned around, and she did so with the same slowness of a main villain being revealed. 

    “I never said there was healing magic in this world, Sebastian.” Her voice was not angry, but there was a certain edge to it that caused my heart to pound in my chest. “The true God of Time would have known that.” 

    It felt like I had been dunked into an ice bath as the woman’s hazel eyes pierced right through me. 

    She knew, fuck, she knew. 

    Chime. 

    Why was she testing me? Did she not think I was the real God of Time? Nobody else in town had any doubts about who I was, and even though I couldn’t actually show them my powers, how could anyone who wasn’t the God of Time be able to defeat his enemies as easily as I could? 

    If Theodora was an enemy, I had to figure out how much she knew. 

    “Magic will serve you better than my herbs in the end,” Dora said after I followed her inside. 

    “If you’re talking about healing magic, it doesn’t exist,” I replied. “All I can do is mix up a poultice to aid in the natural healing of my body; you said so yourself the day we met.” 

    The healer didn’t immediately turn around, and I braced myself for whatever harsh villain words were about to come my way. I didn’t have to wait as long as last time, and when she finally turned, her hazel eyes were sparkling with delight. 

    “Of course, you knew,” she said, more to herself than to me, I think. “Forgive me, Sebastian. I shouldn’t have tested you like that, but I needed to be sure you truly are the God of Time.” 

    “Who else would I be?” I grumbled. I was a little stung by her doubt, but at least I knew now that she wasn’t actually against me. 

    “You are very young, Sebastian,” she observed, “yet you are so wise. You must have lived many times over to get to this point.” 

    It almost sounded like she was talking about my ability to respawn. Why else would she say that I had “lived many times?” Was that why she had tested me before? Not just because she wanted to be sure of who I am, but because she knew something about what I could actually do? 

    I had immediately connected with Dora when we first met, and I thought that maybe it was just because she was blunt and didn’t put me on a pedestal like everyone else had, but maybe this was why. Maybe she was the person I could talk to about my powers. 

    Maybe she was supposed to be my mentor in all of this. 

    Maybe I should just tell her, and if things didn’t work out, I could just Chime and start again. 

    “I actually have lived many times,” I admitted, and her hazel eyes flash with interest, so I started from the beginning. “I’m actually not from this world...” 

    I told her absolutely everything, starting from taking my nap in the office. It all just came pouring out of me like water bursting from a dam. The fight with Raijin and the confusing maze of the catacombs, the trek down the mountain and the discovery of the kobolds, and all of the many times that I had died to reach the town only to find out that I also had to clear the mine of the goblins. 

    “And I know I can defeat Lucian’s army,” I concluded as I looked down at my hands, “but I also know that I’m going to die a bunch of times. That’s why I was hoping for some healing magic so that I could maybe live a little bit longer each time I respawned.” 

    A huge weight seemed to have lifted from my shoulders, and I could hardly believe how badly I had been wanting to talk about what I could really do. It was nice to get all of the praise and admiration for all of my amazing skills, but it was nice to finally admit that there was a shit ton of hard work behind my badassery. 

    I smiled at the relief I felt and then lifted my gaze to meet Dora’s only to find her looking at me like I was ten kinds of crazy. 

    “I simply meant that you must have been reincarnated dozens of times, and perhaps you could recall some of those lives,” she said in a tone that suggested I had overburdened her with my story. “I didn’t even realize reliving your previous moments was even possible!” 

    “So I guess you’re not my mentor, then, huh?” I asked as I drew on my power. 

    Chime. 

    Some of the weight returned to my shoulders as I realized that I couldn’t even talk to Dora about what I could really do. It was easy enough to forget about it in my new routine of killing all the bad guys, but it would have been nice to have someone I could really open up to about my abilities. I still didn’t know everything there was to know about what I was capable of. Sure, I could respawn back in time, but what if there was more to it than that? 

    “A tutorial would be really nice right about now,” I growled to the ceiling. 

    “Tutorial?” Dora questioned. “What do you mean?” 

    “Doh,” I chuckled. “This one doesn’t even count.” 

    Chime. 

    The scrawny healer gave me the test about magic again, and I passed it with flying colors. She asked for my forgiveness, and I gave it, since I knew that her heart really was in the right place. Despite having seen me take on a horde of kobolds, the healer was willing to go toe to toe with me if I turned out to be nothing but a fake. 

    Gotta admire her bravery. 

    “You seem really interested in me, Dora,” I said to her as I picked up a jar labeled ‘Tincture of Feverfew’. “Is that why you moved here? Because of the Great Catacombs of Legend?” 

    Once again, the healer was silent for so long I was worried I had stepped over a line, so I turned my eyes from the feverfew jar and found her staring at me with her jaw hanging open. 

    Oh, shit, I must have really surprised her with that one. 

    She recovered quickly and let out a throaty laugh. “Nothing ever gets past you, does it, Great One?” The question was obviously rhetorical, and I waited for her to continue. “I suppose now’s as good a time as any to tell you my story.” 

    The scrawny healer crossed the room and plopped into the high-backed brown chair on the left, so I took the little blue one on the right. She hummed quietly to herself as she stoked the fire a bit, and when she finally sat back again, she stared at me for so long I wondered if there was something on my face. 

    “I am descended from witches,” she stated as simply as if she were commenting on the weather.  

    The first image to pop into my head was the Wicked Witch of the West, but I thought Dora looked more like the White Witch from The Chronicles of Narnia, only with very dark skin instead of icy pale. 

    “The sort that liked to brew potions in big cauldrons, or the kind that use wands?” I asked. 

    “Uhhh… both?” Dora tilted her head to the side with confusion. “That is an odd que--” 

    “I’m sorry,” I chuckled. “Just keep going. I’m guessing you are going to tell me about your grandmother that first had the magic?” 

    “She was my gran many times back, and she was as powerful as they come,” Dora continued. “But instead of marrying a powerful warlock-- a male witch, you know-- to strengthen the bloodline, Gran chose to marry a mortal. It diluted the bloodline so much that her children couldn’t practice magic like she could, and by the time I was born, I could only work with herbs in a practical sense instead of a magical one.” 

    “So magic is tied to blood?” I asked, and I was ready to draw on my power if she got all suspicious again. “Only those of magical blood can learn spells?” 

    “Aptitude plays a large role in magic,” she explained, “Anyone can learn if they tried, but someone of the blood will be better at it than someone who is not.” 

    “Sounds like I’ll need to talk to a mage to really figure this all out,” I muttered. 

    “Yes, I’m afraid I don’t have much knowledge when it comes to spells and such,” Dora laughed. “I’m sure we could send word to one of the towns in the east for a master to teach you if you wished.” 

    At least it wasn’t assumed that the God of Time should know all kinds of epic spells right off the bat. 

    “I have always been interested in your prophecy, Sebastian,” Dora admitted. “It is one of the first legends we teach to our children, just in case the dark times fall on that generation, and somehow I knew you would appear during my lifetime. I moved to this town to be closer to the catacombs, and I’m sure I sensed the moment you descended from the heavens to save us all.” 

    The scrawny healer reached out and held my hand, and her eyes were brimming with tears. “I know you can save this world, Sebastian, because you have saved this town many times over. Just as you will in the days to come.” 

    I gave the woman a smile and placed my hand over hers. After a cup of tea, the healer taught me how to mix a few simple poultices, but as she had insisted, none of it would be much help during the actual battle. 

    Because now there was no doubt in my mind that there was going to be another epic battle in Addington, and if I was going to go out there and destroy an entire army of trained soldiers, I had some serious preparations to make.
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    Chapter 12 

    There was only one place in the town to get all geared up for an epic battle, and when I got to Jax’s forge, he didn’t seem surprised that I had showed up. The burly man already had the hearth roaring, and from the smell of hot metal, he was elbow deep in smithing some new weapons or armor. 

    “Do you have some time to spare for your favorite god?” I asked as I made a new save point and entered the sweltering heat of the forge. 

    Jax pulled the red hot sword from the hearth and placed it on the anvil as he eyed me. “Seein’ as you’re the one who’s gonna be doin’ all the fightin’, I think I’d be an idiot not to.” 

    “Was Mahini here?” I asked as I walked up to the anvil. 

    “Ya just missed ‘er,” he chuckled. “Said she was going to ‘survey defenses.’” 

    “She’s always working,” I snickered. 

    “Aren’t we all?” he laughed. “Let me finish this up, and then I’ll help ya.” 

    The pounding of the hammer on the hot metal filled the forge with ringing and sparks, and it was a few minutes before the blacksmith put the weapon aside and gave me all of his attention. 

    I drew my feather sword and held it out for Jax. His eyes flashed with interest as he took it, and he went about doing his normal checks for how awesome the sword was. 

    “This thing has magic,” he stated. “It should weigh at least twice what it does.” 

    “Yeah, it has something called feathering,” I replied. 

    “Whaddya mean?” Jax asked as he narrowed his eyes at me. “How d’ya know something like that?” 

    “I can see its stats,” I said simply and touched the blade to demonstrate the ability. “Durability is at fifty-eight-percent, and it has the magical aspect of feathing.” 

    From the bewildered look the blacksmith was giving me, I might as well have started speaking in the goblin tongue, which meant that the stats I was seeing was another part of my god abilities, and I probably should keep it to myself. 

    Chime. 

    “This thing has magic,” Jax stated again. “It should weigh at least twice what it does.” 

    “I’ve been calling it my feather sword,” I said with a smile. “And I was hoping that I could sharpen it up a bit.” 

    The blacksmith ran his thumb along the blade with a hum. “It could definitely use a little attention.” 

    Jax made his way over to the grinding stone and grabbed a bucket that was sitting on the floor. After he filled it with some water from one of the barrels in the corner, he sat on the stool in front of the grinding wheel and started pumping the little pedal on the floor. I watched closely as he gently placed the blade against the stone with the sharp edge facing away from him. 

    “We didn’t cover sharpening when I made my own sword, but wouldn’t it be faster if the sharp edge was facing toward you?” I asked. “Having it facing away seems like it’s going against the grain or something.” 

    “Sure, if I want to stab myself in the gut,” Jax barked in laughter. “The wheel comes at ya, so the blade better be away.” 

    I wasn’t about to argue with the master, so I just continued watching as he carefully drew the sword side to side as the wheel spun. He kept the blade at an angle to the stone, and every now and then he would lift the sword up to inspect the edge he was making. 

    “Pour some more water over the stone, would ya Great One?” Jax asked as he inspected the edge. 

    He never stopped pumping the pedal, and after I trickled water over the stone as he had done before, he gave me a nod. He then flipped the blade around and started sharpening the other side. He paused several times to inspect this edge or ask me to pour some more water on the stone, and after about ten minutes, the blade’s edge looked as good as new. 

    “How’s that?” Jax asked as he handed the sword back to me. 

    I stepped back and gave it a few test swings before I touched the blade. 

    Durability - 80% 

    Weight - 0.2lbs 

    Quality - High 

    Magical Aspect - Feathering 

    Magical Ability - None 

    “Is this as sharp as it gets?” I asked when I saw the eighty-percent durability. I already knew he thought I was crazy for being able to see the stats, but I wondered if the blade couldn’t ever get a high durability because it was so light. 

    “I could shave with that edge, Great One,” Jax retorted. 

    If the edge was as sharp as the blacksmith could get it, then why was it only at eighty-percent durability? The sword Jax had given me for the mine expedition had been full durability, so I knew that the maximum durability was one-hundred-percent. So why was mine capped at eighty? 

    I spotted a sword leaning against the table of tools and thought it might have been the one Jax gave me for the mine expedition. I crossed the forge, picked it up, and quickly checked its stats. The durability had gone down during my use, so it was now at seventy-eight-percent. 

    “Let me try sharpening this one,” I said as I returned to Jax. 

    The burly man rose from the grinding wheel and gestured for me to take the seat. He walked me through getting the wheel going, and it took me a few minutes to get a rhythm down that was smooth and didn’t come to a jarring halt. My right ankle was already aching before I even put the blade against the stone. 

    “You’ll want to keep the angle low,” Jax growled over my shoulder, “and keep the pressure firm and consistent.” 

    I had always thought that sharpening a blade was as easy as getting a whetstone and just giving a few long strokes, but the reality was about as difficult as forging a sword in the first place. My first attempt gave me a wavy edge on the side of the sword, and I could tell Jax was barely containing his laughter. 

    Chime. 

    The second and third attempts were not much better, but by the fourth I could tell that the wavy line was getting a little less dramatic. At the eighth attempt the wave was almost nonexistent, and by the tenth Jax told me it “wasn’t bad”. I wanted perfection, so I gave it another ten tries, and then I got an admiring whistle from the blacksmith. 

    “Is there anything you can’t do?” he asked me as he ran his thumb along the blade. 

    I kept my mouth shut and just gave him a smile. 

    When I had sharpened both edges of the sword, I checked its stats again. The durability was back up to one hundred, so I guessed that durability was the same as sharpness when it came to a sword. 

    I made a new save point. 

    “Hey Jax,” I began as I looked down at the newly-sharpened sword. “Can I borrow an armor stand and some different kinds of armor?” 

    “What would you need all that for?” he asked with a puzzled look on his face. 

    “Just trust me,” I assured him. “I need to test out a theory of mine.” 

    I couldn’t remember how many dirty goblins I had killed with this sword, but its durability had gone down by twenty-two-percent before I switched to the feather sword. That meant there was some kind of ratio between the number of uses and the durability. 

    And I was going to find out what those numbers were. 

    I helped Jax set up three of the armor stands, each with a different chestplate on it. The one on the left wore a heavily stained cloth shirt that Jax didn’t mind getting shredded by the sword, the middle one wore a thick leather tunic, and the stand on the right had the chestplate I used in the mine. 

    “What are you playin’ at, Great One?” Jax asked once they were all set up. 

    “I’m gonna start banging on the armor to see how the durability works,” I answered. 

    I ignored the blacksmith’s bewildered look and swung my blade at the flimsy shirt. The material split easily beneath the sword’s peak sharpness, but when I checked the durability, it was still at one-hundred-percent. Even after a dozen slices, the durability didn’t change. 

    “Okaaaaay,” I said as I shifted to the leather armor. 

    The results were the same for both the leather and the plate armor. No matter how many times I bashed the sword against the armor stand, the durability didn’t change. 

    “What the hell?” I shouted. 

    I swung the sword against a large rock a few times to get out some of the frustration. On a whim, I checked the durability. 

    “Oh, shit, that worked?” I questioned as I noted the drastic change. 

    The rock had eaten a good chunk of durability from the sword with only a few swings. Already the blade was down thirty-six-percent. I swung it against the rock one more time and found that it lost another nine-percent. 

    “What’re you doin’?” Jax asked in a tone of utter disbelief. 

    I ignored him and swung the sword again. It dropped another eight with a second swing, and then another nine with a third swing. After several more swings, I learned that the sword would lose anywhere from five to ten-percent durability. 

    “You chewed it all up, Great One!” Jax roared as he snatched the damaged blade away from me. The edge was all ragged from use, and the durability was in the single digits. 

    While the blacksmith grumbled and returned to the grinding stone, I drew my feather sword and gave it a swing. It lost ten-percent right away, and another ten after a second swing. Each swing ate up ten-percent of its durability, and since I was going to restart anyway, I let the durability reach zero. 

    The blade snapped from the hilt, and I knew there was no repairing it. 

    “Five to ten-percent on a rock with a normal sword, and ten-percent with my feather sword,” I mused. 

    It was a pity the armor idea hadn’t worked, but I now knew the ratio against a rock and at least that was a step in the right direction. 

    Chime. 

    Jax’s sword was as good as new, and the armor stands were gone from the small clearing behind the forge. I had to assume the durability factor played a part against actual enemies rather than a dummy dressed up in armor, so I made a mental note to test it out again when I battled Lucian and his men. 

    For now, I had other things to learn from the blacksmith. 

    “So now that I know how to forge and sharpen a sword, how about you show me the steps in between?” I asked. 

    “I shoulda known you’d be wantin’ the next round,” Jax laughed. “Ya won’t be usin’ the sword during the battle, though. Still won’t be ready.” 

    “This baby will work just fine, I think,” I said as I patted the feather sword at my side. “But I’d still like to know the process, if you don’t mind.” 

    “Well, come on over, and let’s get this started,” Jax said as he gestured for me to follow him. 

    I created a new save point, and then I asked the burly man something that had been nagging me since the day we met. 

    “Hey, Jax, how did someone with your skills end up in a small village like this?” I asked. “I could see you working for a king or something.” 

    “You’d think,” the blacksmith let out a barking sort of laugh. “I used to work at the duke’s palace before I met Elrin. The duke liked my work well enough, but he didn’t care for my attitude.” 

    “But you’re such a ray of sunshine!” I laughed as the burly man gave me a companionable punch on the arm. 

    “Yeah, sunshine in the desert, maybe!” he growled back. “He had me train my replacement and then cast me aside. I already knew Elrin was lookin’ to build his own place, so I hopped at the chance to go with him when he asked.” The blacksmith shrugged. “Been here ever since.” 

    There was a brief silence, and I could only imagine Jax was transported back into his memories. 

    “We’re here to make swords, not gossip like old ladies,” Jax growled after a minute or so. “Let’s get to it, already.” 

    The blacksmith already had several weapons in various stages of completion, and he was able to walk me through each step of the process with a visual representation. He started with my dull-looking sword and started talking about the different cross-sections of a blade which could be seen when looking down the sword from its tip. Only my enemies would see it, but Jax said it was an important step in the process. 

    “Most common is known as the fuller,” Jax explained as he held up the sword I had sharpened. “See the groove down the middle? It’s good for catching blood when you stab a guy.” 

    We both laughed, and he brought over a strange loop tool. It had a long strip of metal in a U-shape with a pair of two short metal rods melded perpendicular at each end. It kind of looked like the profile of a crocodile if a crocodile only had front teeth that were dull instead of pointy. 

    “This is called a fullering tool,” Jax said with a grin. “Can ya guess why it’s called that?” 

    I just laughed since I knew the question was rhetorical. The blacksmith heated my dull sword in the hearth and placed the fullering tool on the anvil. He secured it with an antique-looking clamp, and when the sword was glowing orange, he brought it over and stuck it underneath the two metal rods so that they lined up in the center of the blade. Then he grabbed one of the smaller hammers and started pounding on the end of the fullering tool so that the two rods smashed together against the blade. 

    After a long round of pounding, he held up the blade for me to inspect. A faint groove had already formed, but even my inexperienced eye could tell that it wasn’t even close to done. 

    I tossed the sword back into the hearth, and this time I took the hammer to the fullering tool. I followed Jax’s guideline as best I could , but the groove wobbled along the center of the blade like a drunk trying to pass a sobriety test on the side of the road. 

    Chime. 

    Like when I was first learning how to use the forge, it took me several dozen attempts before I was able to smash out a perfectly straight line down the middle of the blade. By this point, Jax was no longer surprised by how quickly I picked up these skills, and he moved right along to the next step. 

    “This part’s easy,” Jax said as he tossed my blade back into the flames of the heart. “We’ll need the brine to quench the metal and keep it from being brittle and shattering.” 

    The blacksmith dragged the barrel of brine over to the hearth, and when the entire sword was bright orange, he snatched it up with a pair of tongs and dunked the whole thing into the barrel. Thick steam and hissing filled the forge as Jax lifted and dunked the sword several times into the brine. He repeated the process several times before removing the sword and laying it on the table near the anvil. 

    “It’s gotta dry,” Jax said when he caught me staring. “And then you’ll have to grind it down until it gets its shine.” 

    For this step, he grabbed one of the daggers that were supposed to be a gift to Lucian. Half of it was already ground to a shine, and the process seemed similar to sharpening the blade, but when I got a change to try it, I had Jax barking into my ear about too much pressure. 

    Chime. 

    It only took a few attempts to get the finishing process mastered, and then Jax walked me through making a pommel and guard. Both were similar to forging and finishing a sword except with much smaller parts involved and far less heating and reheating. The blacksmith completed the second dagger as he showed me the process before handing both finished blades to me. 

    “These were meant for Elissa’s husband, and that’s you, not that whiny lord outside our walls,” Jax growled. 

    I grinned, took one of the blades, and quickly checked its stats. 

    Durability – 100%  

    Weight – 1lb 

    Quality – Excellent 

    Magical Aspect – Made with Love: Extra Durability 

    Magical Ability – None 

    It was the first time I had seen excellent quality, but it was the extra durability aspect that really attracted my attention. I grabbed the other dagger and found its stats were identical except that it didn’t have the extra durability aspect to it. 

    “So the aspects are random,” I muttered to myself. Jax gave me a confused look, but I ignored it. “These are great, Jax, thanks. I can tell you made this with love.” 

    “Nawwwww,” the burly man said in an even gruffer tone than usual, and then he cleared his throat and looked down to his anvil. “You know… You’ve just helped our little settlement out a bunch. We all appreciate it. Business is gonna pick up now that the mine is working. People will be able to feed their families. Figured you could use a good short blade or two. That’s all.” 

    “Well, I appreciate it,” I said as I gave the burly smith a smile. 

    “I bet you’ll be wantin’ to learn more about your armor, too, then?” he chuckled. 

    “You read my mind,” I laughed as I put the daggers on the table for the time being. 

    I made a new save point and got to learning about the finishing touches for armor. The whole process was very similar to getting a sword looking its best except that there were more parts to quench and temper and polish. There was also the tedious process of attaching all of the different straps and hinges that kept the armor from falling off when it was put on. 

    Since the armor that I had been working on didn’t have all of the different pieces and was still in need of a long polishing process, I helped Jax put together the armor I would be wearing in the battle to come. It was much thicker and a little heavier than the armor I had worn in the mine, but that meant it would serve me better against the well-trained soldiers waiting to run me through with their swords. 

    Most of the hard work was already done, so there was no need for me to Chime because I didn’t fail at the task. The whole thing still took us most of the afternoon to complete, and when we were finished, Jax helped me put the ensemble on to make sure it fit me okay. 

    I had just put the helmet over my head when someone cleared their throat behind me. I spun around to see Mahini standing in the doorway with an indulgent sort of smile on her face. She was wearing the same outfit from the first time we had met up at the forge with the metal corset and the tight leather pants that hugged her every curve. 

    “I missed you,” I said. “Did you already get your gear? Jax said you went to look over the defenses?” 

    “I did,” she said with a nod. “I don’t wear as much as you, so I thought I would watch the army for a while and report back.” 

    “And?” I urged. 

    “I’ve learned so little,” she said with a shake of her head. “The men are all very skilled, and I know there are fifty-four of them, not including the duke’s son.” 

    Holy shit. That was more than twice the number of the kobold horde. 

    I would have to come up with some kind of plan, but for now, I wanted to focus on something a little more in the moment. I shook my head and wiggled my hips a little as I grinned at Mahini. 

    “What do you think?” I asked her as the armor clinked with my movements. 

    “I thought you were supposed to be my dress up doll?” she shot back with a melodic laugh as she entered the shop. She circled me and occasionally adjusted part of the armor. “It is finely made, and it should protect you from the worst of the soldiers’ attacks.” 

    “That’s what armor does best,” I joked. 

    “Do you have a shield?” she asked as she looked around the forge. 

    “Yeah, right here,” I said as I picked up the kite shield. 

    The one I was working on wouldn’t be ready for another day or so of working on it, so Jax loaned me one of his. I tapped the shield to bring up the stats again, even though the warrior woman couldn’t see the floating text box. It was still so strange that I could interact with the world in ways nobody else could. 

    Durability – 100% 

    Weight – 9lbs 

    Quality – High 

    Magical Aspect – None 

    Magical Ability – None 

    “Elissa asked me to fetch you for supper,” the desert goddess said as she helped Jax start removing the armor. 

    “Oh, wow, I didn’t realize it was so late already,” I remarked as I ducked to peek outside. The sky was already a splash of pinkish red and orange. “Feels like forever ago that I told Lucian where he could shove it…” 

    Neither Jax nor Mahini responded, and after a few minutes of their administrations, I was unencumbered by the armor. 

    “I’ll hang onto it here until the battle,” Jax said as Mahini and I headed for the doorway of the forge. “I wanna make some minor adjustments, but it’ll be ready for ya when the time comes.” 

    “Thanks again, Jax,” I said, and then I waved as Mahini and I left the blacksmith’s shop. 

    A silence hung over the desert goddess and me as we walked down the quiet streets. I could see where the people had been busy at work getting the town ready to withstand a potential siege. Even if they had the utmost confidence in my abilities, it was nice to see that they were at least taking the threat seriously. I couldn’t fail, of course, but I didn’t want the people around me to grow complacent and just rely on me to always come out on top. 

    That was just poor planning. 

    A group of men and women were practicing archery in the town center, and I paused to watch them loose a few arrows. 

    “Were you training them, Mahini?” I asked the beautiful warrior woman. 

    “I was studying the army all day.” She shook her head, and since her hair was loose today, her dark locks swished back and forth with the movement. 

    “Tell me about it,” I said. 

    She quickly gave me the details on what to expect. Fifty-five men including Lucian, thirteen of which were crossbowmen, twenty-three were swordsmen, and the last eighteen were spearmen. They all had fine-looking armor, and after watching them practice, Mahini was certain that their skill was far beyond anything the men in town were capable of. 

    “You and I will have no problem taking them on one on one, but I fear that they may overcome us in the end,” she concluded with a worried look. 

    “I could challenge him to a duel,” I suggested. “Single combat, him versus me, to the death. If I win, his army leaves, and if he wins, I’ll be dead.” 

    “Don’t speak like that!” Mahini snapped at me, and her blue eyes burned with the cold fire I found super sexy. “You vowed yourself to me forever, and you would break that vow so soon?” 

    “Woah, hey, easy!” I put my hands on the desert warrior’s shoulders and smiled at her. “I was just keeping it simple. You know I’m not going to lose.” 

    Her eyes searched mine for something, but I couldn’t tell if she found what she was looking for or not because she broke the contact with a deep sigh. 

    When she turned and started to walk away from me, I spotted the bow on her back.  

    “Hey, Mahini?” I called, and she turned her head back. “Could you teach me how to make and use a bow?” 

    She looked surprised by my request and looked up at the sky. “It is late, so perhaps tomorrow, Great One.” 

    “Sweet,” I muttered to myself. “Hot date tomorrow with the sexiest warrior I’ve ever met.” 

    “You… always say the strangest things, Great One,” she whispered. “It’s so bold. As if you don’t care what anyone thinks about you.” 

    “I really only care what you and Elissa think about me,” I chuckled. “You are my women. No one else’s opinions matter to me.” 

    “That seems wise,” she chuckled. “Women have a way of making sure they are the only thing that matters to a man. You have initiative over our wiles.” 

    “Why, Mahini,” I gasped as I put my hand to my chest. “Did you just make a joke?” 

    “Perhaps,” she said as a slight smile broke out across her full lips. 

    The night seemed to pass slowly as the anticipation of learning archery hung over me. The only time I stopped thinking about it was when Elissa dragged me to the bedroom for another long round of love-making. It was easy to get lost in the floral scent of her tanned skin, and every sound she made as I lavished her with attention was more intoxicating than the last. 

    But not even the allure of Elissa’s naked body could have kept me in bed when dawn finally broke. The crossbows had saved me a great deal in the fight with the kobolds, and although most of these soldiers were heavily armored, I could probably shoot them in the eye if I got as deadly accurate as my mentor was. 

    “Good morning, Great One,” Mahini greeted me in the kitchen with a bow.  

    “I have prepared you breakfast, and then we will train.” The blue-eyed warrior had made a simple meal of lightly toasted bread and a few fried eggs with some fresh berries on the side.  

    “Thanks, Mahini.” I ate as quickly as I could and washed it all down with a few gulps of water. “Are you going to share the bed with Elissa and I tonight? I don’t want to pressure you, since I know you asked for some time, but there is plenty of room for you, and I desire to make love to you.” 

    “I am unsure, Great One,” she whispered as she bowed her head to me, “But I am grateful for your patience with me.” 

    “All good,” I said as I chewed. I grinned at my warrior woman. “Take your time, but right now, I’m really eager to learn from you. Let’s get some bow-shooting done.” 

    “Then let us begin.” The dark-haired beauty led the way out of the house, and I followed behind and greeted the townspeople we passed now and again. We didn’t stop until we reached the woods at the eastern side of town, a few hundred yards from the town. 

    I made a new save point so that I could try this as many times as I needed to. 

    “I would like to teach you how to make a proper bow, but we will save that for a time when we are not in danger,” Mahini said. “For now, you will use my bow. This is ironwood, and it is a very hard wood native to the Kotar desert.” 

    The wood had a distinct orange tint to it, and it shone with a glossy finish. The string was not attached to the ends, but when I handed the bow back, Mahini quickly remedied that. She tested the draw of the bow a few times before she handed it back. 

    “This is suited to my preferences,” she stated. “Tell me if it is too much or too little for you.” 

    I wasn’t quite sure what she meant, so I just pulled back on the string. It wasn’t very yielding, and I could feel the power as I put a little more weight into the draw. 

    “Holy shit, Mahini,” I breathed. “This is tough. You are super strong.” 

    “I have been training since I was a child. I would not expect you to be accustomed to it quite yet.” Her blue eyes sparkled with the veiled compliment.  

    She came up behind me, and when her body pressed against mine I took a sharp breath. She was wearing her metal corset as she had the day before, but since it was shaped to her perfect body, and I knew that the cold mounds pressing into my back were actually her breasts. Her palm was leathery as she gripped my wrist, and when she spoke, I felt a sense of pity that she wasn’t tall enough to breathe into my ear. 

    “Hold the bow out straight in front of you, like this,” she murmured as she lifted the hand holding the bow up. “Bend the arm very slightly at the elbow while keeping it perpendicular to your body.” 

    Her nearness was making my male brain spiral into all kinds of dirty fantasizes, and it took every ounce of my willpower not to throw down the bow and just pounce on her. I knew that I had begun breaking down her walls, but forcing her before she was ready was not the way I wanted to take our relationship to the next level. 

    No matter what the tent in my pants was saying otherwise. 

    “Next, you draw the string back until you are touching the corner of your mouth,” she instructed, and I swear her voice took on a sultry tone. “You want your elbow to bend upward more than outward.” 

    The desert goddess slipped from behind me and stood at my side to look at my stance. She touched my bent right arm and sent an electric current down to my fingers. The bowstring vibrated violently as I let go of it by accident. 

    “Are you okay, Great One?” she asked in an innocent tone. 

    There was no way this woman didn’t know what she was doing to me. 

    “Yep, totally fine,” I replied, and I was pleased when my voice didn’t crack like a pubescent boy. “Just lost my grip.” 

    She got me back into my position, and when she was satisfied, Mahini handed me an arrow. 

    “Nock the end of the arrow onto the string,” she instructed, and she pointed at the little groove in the butt of the arrow. “These have been carved to rest perfectly in the string, and they shouldn’t fall out when you draw it back unless you’re doing something wrong.” 

    The warrior woman stepped back while I fitted the arrow to the string. She gave me a nod so I pulled back and just let the thing loose. The arrow shot a little to the left, but at least it went forward. 

    “Okay, let’s go over what you did wrong,” she said as she came forward. 

    Mahini was a strict but patient instructor. Each time I drew the string back my arrow went a little bit further than the time before, and it only took about fifteen minutes for me to get the stance correct every time thereafter. 

    “I’m going to set up a target for you,” she said as she ducked into the woods for something. 

     Mahini returned after a few minutes carrying a log on one shoulder and a branch in the other hand. She ignored the puzzled look I gave her and made her way to a large boulder sitting a few yards away. She put the log down so that the inner rings were facing me, and she used the branch to keep the log from rolling off of the boulder. Then she trotted back to my side and gestured at the target. 

    My first attempt was terrible. I may have gotten the form down pat, and I was able to get the arrow to fly sort of straight, but it was clear that my aim was in need of some serious work. My beautiful teacher even burst out laughing when my first arrow slid across the ground several feet short of the target. 

    Chime. 

    “This is suited to my preferences,” Mahini said as she handed me her bow again. “Tell me if it is too much or too little for you.” 

    I had drawn the bow enough by that point that I was no longer surprised by the weight behind it. 

    “You’re pretty strong to be able to pull this,” I complimented the warrior woman. 

    Mahini smiled at me, and her cheeks darkened as she checked my stance. She had no complaints and disappeared to recreate the target. 

    I could have easily spent the entire day on that one attempt and eventually hit the target, but I wanted to impress Mahini with my skills on the first go around. I enjoyed hearing her laugh, but my cheeks still burned whenever it rang out beside me as my arrows fell short of the target. She would never openly mock me for my attempts, but I felt like such a child as I tried to hit the target and failed miserably. 

    Chime. 

    I had already lost count of how many attempts I made before I finally hit the damn target. It wasn’t a solid hit, and it didn’t even sink into the wood, but the hollow sound told me I was getting closer to the mark. Another dozen attempts after that, and I managed to get the arrow stuck for the first time. 

    Chime. 

    Chime. 

    Chime. 

    The bell rang in my head as I tried over and over. I got a bit better each time, and Mahini moved the target after I hit the target ten times in a row. I probably should have made a new save point, but I wanted to really surprise her with how awesome I was. Each new attempt I had to encourage her to move it, and she always gave me a skeptical look that vanished when I hit my target. 

    By the time the log was sitting fifty yards away, I probably had at least two hundred attempts under my belt, but when my arrow sunk on the first try, Mahini’s awed face was enough to make the effort worth it. 

    “I thought you had never fired a bow before, Great One?” she inquired with a dazed look in her eyes. 

    “First time, really,” I said, and then I winked at her. “Must be because I have an amazing instructor.” 

    Before she could come up with any kind of response, someone started shouting from the plains behind us. I instantly nocked another arrow and spun around. The kid coming toward us let out a strangled cry as I whirled on him, and he fell to the ground as he tried to come to a graceful stop. 

    “Oh, geez, sorry, Dalwin.” I handed the bow to Mahini and rushed toward the boy to help him to his feet. “I thought you might have been one of Lucian’s men.” 

    “N-No, sir!” the boy said in a squeaky voice. I really must have scared the crap out of him. “E-Elrin would like to speak with you. Both of you.”  

    I turned to Mahini, and she gave me a nod as she put the nocked arrow back into her quiver. I then grinned at Dalwin. “Lead on, kid.” 

    Elrin was waiting for us at the eastern gate with a group of fifteen men all armed with swords and shields. The town leader held his hands out at the collection and grinned at me. 

    “These men have volunteered to fight at your side tomorrow, Sebastian,” he announced. 

    The men definitely looked like they had fire in their eyes, but only three or four of them looked like they knew which end of the sword to shove into the other guy. 

    I shared a look with Mahini and could tell she was thinking exactly what I was. 

    I made a new save point, approached the men, and drew my sword. “I want each of you to come at me like I am an enemy soldier. I promise not to hurt you. I just want to test your skills.” 

    A murmur spread among the men, and it was a long moment before one of the younger men stepped forward and swung his blade at me. 

    I still wouldn’t call myself a master, but by now, I had been in enough battles that I knew what I was doing, so I easily disarmed the young man with a flick of my wrist. 

    “Next!” I called. 

    Nearly all of the men dropped their weapons within the first few heartbeats of their attack with only four of them managing a decent parry and counterattack. 

    Yeah. This wasn’t going to work, but I wanted to get a second opinion. 

    “Mahini, will you test them?” I asked my desert goddess. 

    She stepped forward with a nod and at first, it seemed like the men were too afraid of hurting her to really put any effort into their attacks. Once they saw how good she actually was, they actually tried to take her on. The results were the same in the end, and I would have taken only the four who had any skill. 

    “Men, I’m sorry, but I don’t think I can risk putting you into the field,” I said to them after Mahini had beaten them all. “Every single one of those warriors is on our level, and I would be sending you to get slaughtered if I let you fight at my side.” 

    The men started to voice their disagreement, and I knew I had said the wrong thing. 

    Chime. 

    I defeated the men once more, and while I set Mahini on them, I thought about how best to turn them down. It was true that they would be slaughtered if I sent them out against the army, but the truth had damaged their pride. I needed to say something that bolstered their confidence rather than tore it down. 

    “Men, I would like to have each and every one of you fighting at my side tomorrow, but I cannot,” I said as I shook my head. “I will be going to face the army on my own, but I have a suspicion that Lucien will try to abduct my wife while I battle with his men. Can I count on you all to protect not just my wife, but the town?” 

    There was a loud agreement to that question. Much better. 

    “What do you mean you will fight alone?” Mahini’s sharp voice interjected. “I thought we were going out there together?” 

    “Come on.” I let out a deep sigh and grabbed her elbow. “I need to talk to both you and Elissa about this.” 

    She looked like she was about to protest, but she didn’t pull away from my touch, and she let me take her all the way back to the house. Her blue eyes pierced me like one of her arrows, and I knew that I had only stopped her anger for a temporary moment. 

    “Sebastian and Mahini, welcome home!” Elissa laughed as I opened the front door, and then she threw her arms around my neck and pressed a long kiss to my lips. “I’ll have lunch ready in a few minutes.” 

    “That’s great, Elissa,” I said with a smile. “We can talk while we eat.” 

    “Talk?” the redhead asked. “What about?” 

    “Sebastian is going to fight on his own tomorrow,” Mahini growled as she put her hands on her hips. 

    I was too stunned by the fact that it was the first time she had called me by name to respond. 

    “Isn’t that for the best?” Elissa questioned as she tilted her head. “He is the God of Time, after all. He can destroy that army in ten seconds flat.” 

    “I do not care how quickly he can destroy this army!” Mahini let out a growl of frustration and threw her hands into the air. “He belongs to more than just himself now, if you recall.” 

    Elissa shrugged. “I guess, but I know he’ll beat Lucian and his army. He defeated the kobolds and the goblins in the mine. Sebastian can do anything he wants to.” 

    Her green eyes shone with all of her love for me, but I could see the wavering emotion hiding there as well. She had a lot of confidence that I would come back in one piece, but there was still a sliver of doubt that I would be killed and she would have to marry Lucian in the end. 

    “I will win, Elissa.” I smiled and took her hand. “You won’t have to marry that son of a bitch.” 

    “I know… You… You are so good to me…” The young woman let out a muffled cry and threw herself at me once more. She buried her head into the crook of my shoulder, and her shoulders shook with faint sobs. 

    “As for you,” I said as I turned to Mahini, “I know that you want to fight by my side, but I can’t risk your life. I love you too much.” 

    “It is mine to risk,” she growled. “And I made a vow to be with you forever. The phoenixes were stronger when they fought together, so don’t leave me behind!” 

    I placed a soft kiss to Elissa’s flaming hair and gently pulled away from her. She wiped her wet eyes while I made my way to stand in front of the strong desert warrior. Her blue eyes were filled with pain and anger, and something else that I didn’t want to label in case I was wrong. 

    “Mahini, you know that I’m stronger than the phoenixes from the legend,” I said as I brushed her cheek with the back of my hand. “This isn’t a decision I am making lightly. I can only be in one place at one time, and if any of the men manage to sneak past me into the town, I need to know that everyone will be safe.” 

    My dark-haired goddess leaned into my touch with a quivering sigh, and she closed her eyes. “I understand, and I will do as you ask. But you must promise me one thing, Sebastian.” 

    “Anything besides you coming with me,” I whispered. 

    Her eyes flashed open and pierced right through me. “You must give it everything you’ve got, and you must return to us.” 

    “Of course,” I murmured just before I pressed my lips to hers. 

    I spent the rest of the day with my two ladies, and we talked about anything and everything under the sun. Despite coming from very different backgrounds, Mahini and Elissa got along very well. When the redhead brought up some facts about the world she had read in a book, the desert warrior quickly added on with her own world knowledge from traveling with the Golden Swords. The two of them were able to paint a decent picture of the world that we all now lived in, and I vowed that I would take them to see it all someday. 

    Elissa was ready to drag me by the ears to the bedroom when the darkness crept into the town, but I joined Mahini on the porch to look up at the stars for a while. 

    I had never seen so much of outer space in such a raw setting. There were always too many lights burning in the city where I lived on Earth, and I rarely got to spend time in the country where the sky was just open like this. 

    “I wish I knew the constellations,” I murmured. 

    “I bet Elissa knows them all,” Mahini joked as she rested her head on my shoulder. “She knows so many things for someone who has never traveled.” 

    “You know many things, too, Mahini,” I praised as I laid my head on hers. “More than I do, that’s for sure.” 

    “You know so many things that nobody else could ever possibly know. About me, about the Golden Swords… You… You always surprise me, Great One.” 

    The warrior woman was quiet for so long that I wondered if she had fallen asleep. When I lifted my head to glance down at her, I found her staring right back at me. 

    “You will win, won’t you?” she asked in a whisper. 

    She knew as well as I did that these men were unlike anything I had encountered so far in this world. Any normal man would be shredded the moment he stepped onto the field. 

    Good thing I wasn’t “normal” anymore. 

    “Of course, I will, Mahini,” I said. “I promised that I would return to you and Elissa.” 

    A single tear slid down her cheek. “I couldn’t bear it if I lost you, too, Sebastian. You… You mean everything to me. I never thought I would feel this way about anyone. Especially after… they died.” 

    Her vulnerability left her wide open, and if I dared to press her, I probably could have gotten her to take me to her bed, but I didn’t want to take advantage of her like that. 

    Instead, I pressed a gentle kiss to her forehead. “You won’t lose me. Not to some idiot like Lucian. I always win. Hell, I might as well be God of Winning instead of God of Time.” 

    The laugh she gave me was enough to fill me with all the courage I would need for the battle to come. 

    When dawn finally arrived, the whole town was awake and lined up in the streets to cheer me on and wish me luck. They had no doubts that I would destroy the army outside their town and protect them once more. I was the God of Time, after all, so how could I fail? 

    I tried not to think of myself as a cow going off to slaughter, but after seeing the army that was waiting for me, that was exactly how I felt. There was no way I was going to make it out of the first round of fighting with my life. It would take me a hundred attempts just to figure out how to kill the first six guys, and there were well over fifty. 

    This was the burden of my powers. I knew that I would fail a thousand times over and that death was imminent, but all that mattered was the final attempt, the one where I danced through the army like it was just the rehearsal for an epic dance, and I annihilated them all with ease. That was the part the town would see, the part that they were all so confident I would reach on my very first try because I was so awesome. 

    Knowing that made walking toward a thousand deaths a little easier. 

    I passed Mahini and Elissa last, and both women gave me radiant smiles that could have fooled anyone. Only the wavering in their eyes told me what they really felt, and I gave each of them a quick kiss. 

    “I’ll be back soon,” I said to Elissa as I squeezed her hand, and then I turned to Mahini. “Get that gate closed as soon as I’m clear. Don’t let a single one of these fuckers in.” 

    The desert goddess nodded and squeezed my armored bicep. I closed my eyes and could almost imagine the warmth of her hand on my skin. It wasn’t as good as reality, but it was enough to get my feet moving again. 

    I made a new save point as I walked alone to face the army. 

    The field of tents was gone from the plains, replaced with an organized platoon of soldiers. Each man was armed to the teeth, and it wouldn’t be long before the sun glinted off the metal and created a new obstacle for me to overcome. Only the spearmen at the wings of the army had their weapons at the ready, but I knew it wouldn’t take more than a glance from their lord for the rest of the men to draw their swords. I couldn’t see any archers in the front line and could only assume they were standing at the back stringing their bows and testing the draw. 

    “Well, this is gonna be fun,” I muttered as Lucian came trotting into view. 

    Or rather, his horse did. The Loser Lord was sitting on top of one of the largest horses I had ever seen. It was a reddish color, but most of its body was hidden beneath plated armor that left only the legs and tail fully exposed. It was built like a living tank with feet that were probably bigger than my head, and the creature probably weighed over a ton. If that horse was going to be part of the battle, I really was screwed. 

    The man himself was decked out in really fancy armor that gleamed in the growing sunlight. The breastplate had a blue and gold shield with griffins on either side of it. I assumed that was the Bullard family crest. The shoulder plates were flared out at the tips and looked sharp enough to pierce leather, and the fingers of his metal gloves looked like they had little thorns on them. Only his leg armor seemed to lack any flair, but even the metal shoes came to a point at the end that could probably cut exposed skin. His helmet rested in his lap where I couldn’t see it. 

    “I do not see the Lady Elissa with you,” Lucian observed as his horse brought him closer to me. “Does she want me to fetch her with Cotinus?” 

    “Wait a sec.” I put my hands out in front of me and couldn’t keep myself from laughing. “Your horse’s name is Cotinus? What kind of stupid name is that?” 

    The brown-haired man-child got all red in the face. It must have been his favorite color. “And what would you have named such a regal beast?” 

    “I don’t know, maybe something epic like Warmonger?” I offered. “I’ve got a few more if that one doesn’t do it for you. Tank of Destruction, Bloodstain, Tiny--” 

    “Tiny?” he mocked. “Cotinus is one of the largest horses in my father’s cavalry, and you would name him Tiny?” 

    “It’s a joke, you fucking idiot,” I scoffed. “Where I’m from, it’s kind of a thing to call big people Tiny. I have no idea why, but they do.” 

    “That is the most ridiculous thing I have ever heard,” Lucian said as he shook his head. 

    “Look, we’re not here to make fun of your poor horse, we’re here to talk about my terms,” I said.  

    “Your terms?” His gray eyes narrowed as if he knew what I was going to say next.  

    “Yeah, you and your boys here may as well just go home. You’re not getting Elissa, and this town is protected by me. If you leave now, I won’t kill you.” 

    The townspeople erupted into loud cheers from behind me, and I couldn’t keep the grin off my face. 

    “Then you and your town have chosen death,” Lucian growled. 

    “Hang on a second!” I called as he turned his horse to run away. “I agree that it has to come down to a fight, but this is between you and me, Lucian, not your men.” 

    His eyes narrowed. “What are you suggesting, then?” 

    “You and me,” I said as I threw my arms out. “Right here, right now. One on one battle, to the death. Unless you don’t think you can take me on.” 
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    Chapter 13 

    There was a long silence while Lucian thought over my request, and from the way his teeth gnawed on his lower lip, I figured it must have been a difficult task to grind the gears in his brain. On the one hand, watching me get torn to pieces by his army would probably be enjoyable for the annoying duke’s son. On the other, he would get all kinds of glory if he single handedly killed the God of Time, plus he would get the girl. 

    Seriously, what was there to think about? 

    “I accept your challenge,” Lucian said, and he leaped off his horse rather than dismount down the side like a normal person. What a showoff. “We must set some rules, however, as I do not trust that mercenary of yours.” 

    “Yeah, she super wants to kill you,” I agreed. 

    “Single combat,” Lucian began in a powerful voice that even the townspeople must have been able to hear clearly. “We each use only our sword and shield, so those little daggers of yours need to be set aside.” 

    “That’s fine.” I unfastened the dagger sheaths from my right side and tossed them to the ground behind me. I was accustomed to the weight of the sorcerer’s dagger, and I had hoped that the weapon meant to kill me would be the weapon I used to kill this son of a bitch, but I couldn’t argue with his rules. 

    “Sword and shield only,” I agreed. “And when I kill you, your men can’t just swarm me and kill me for it. Your death means my victory, and they need to pack up and leave.” 

    “You seem so confident, Great One,” Lucian sneered. He looked to the man who now held his horse, and he gave the spearman a nod. “My men will not attack you, and your town must also acknowledge your defeat.” 

    I turned back to the makeshift gate. There were several faces peering through the cracks, and I spotted Mahini’s piercing blue eyes as though I was drawn to them. The others might accept my defeat, but I knew she never would. We were bound together by the most grim oath, and she wouldn’t rest until my death was avenged or she had died trying. 

    So I just couldn’t get defeated. 

    Easy. 

    “You have a deal, Lucian,” I said as I held out my hand. 

    We shook on the terms and put several paces between us. Lucian snatched his helmet from his horse’s saddle before the animal was led away. It was one of those full-coverage helmets, similar to my own, but there were a pair of wings resting over where his ears would be. The hinged part that covered his face had two small slits that my sword would never fit through, and the grating that would protect his mouth was criss-cross rather than slats. 

    I wouldn’t be stabbing him through the eye or mouth unless I knocked the helmet clean off, and it would probably take me a million attempts to manage that. 

    As the Loser Lord put the helmet on, one of his men came forward and attached a handsome metal kite shield to Lucian’s arm. It was shaped like an arrowhead with the shorter edge at the top, and it had the same crest on it that his breastplate did. The griffins’ eyes had been colored red, and it looked like they were glaring at me. The shield was long enough to cover his entire body if he crouched slightly, and it made my own shield look like a joke. 

    It didn’t matter if his shield was bigger than mine if he didn’t know how to use it, though. 

    I thought about making another save point, but I didn’t know for sure if I really wanted to commit to going down this dueling path. While I was pretty much immortal because I could Chime and restart, I realized that I could accidentally create my own version of Hell if I made a save in a situation that I couldn’t win. Then I’d live my own death for the rest of eternity. 

    Yeah. That would suck. 

    I figured I could kill this idiot after a few attempts, but then I didn’t know for sure if his men would attack me. If they did, it was going to be a bitch to beat them all, and if that would be the outcome no matter what, I’d be way better off not even bothering to challenge him to a duel so that I could fight them all from behind the walls of my village.  

    The man that stepped forward to signal the beginning of the fight was not part of Lucian’s army. He wore no armor, held no sword, and his blond hair was so ruffled that I guessed he had just woken up. He said nothing as he looked between me and Lucian, and his eyes were wild with fear as he lifted his hand. When he dropped it down to start the duel, he ran away so fast I imagined the Roadrunner’s meep-meep sound effect. 

    “Where’s the coyote?” I joked to myself. 

    Almost immediately, the air filled with the cheering and jeering of the Loser Lord’s men, and I could hear my name being chanted behind me from the townspeople. 

    I expected the duke’s men to circle around Lucian and I, but they stayed back in their formation where they could cheer and mock from a safe distance. Either they were confident their lord would not lose, or they took their oath to not kill me when I won very seriously. 

    Lucian gave me no time to think about tactics. He lunged forward as soon as the pageboy was gone and swung his blade down in an overhead slice. I just barely managed to block the attack on my own sword, and the air filled with the metallic sound as they met. He didn’t even pause as he followed up with a vicious swing of his shield to my side. The edge might not have been as sharp as a sword, and my armor protected my ribs, but the impact still rattled through me like I had been thrown into a tree or something. 

    I stumbled away from the duke’s son, but he stormed after me. His blows came fast and hard, and I realized immediately that I was outclassed with this guy. He had clearly been trained from a very young age, and while I had sparred with Mahini a thousand times over, he was just significantly better than my tutor with a shield and sword combo. I guessed that royal people probably got the best swordsmanship training that could be afforded, and while I was a bit annoyed at how good he was, I was also super excited by the fact that I had a lot more to learn about swordsmanship. Hell, there were hundreds of different weapons, and I could become a master of all of them with only a few thousand Chimes. 

    I was going to become crazy powerful, but first, I had to soak up all the skills I could from this arrogant fuck. 

    That sword of Lucian’s was an extension of his arm, and his shield was just as deadly as the blade. I knew I wouldn’t win, but I held out as best I could. I swung my sword to watch how he blocked, and when I brought my shield up to protect myself, I studied where his blade hit and how hard. I did my best to memorize every little detail that I possibly could because I knew my most powerful weapon wasn’t the one in my hand. 

    It was my ability to do this over and over. 

    My death came the moment one of Lucian’s shield blows knocked my helmet off my head. My brain rattled around in my skull, and as the duke’s son sneered at me, I drew on my power and restarted the moment. 

    Chime. 

    “I accept your challenge,” Lucian said once more as he leaped from his horse. 

    I really didn’t want to listen to his monologue about his horse or whatever all over again, but I still didn’t want to make a new save point. I needed to actually beat him and figure out what kind of results I would get before I locked myself in with this timeline.  

    “The rules are simple,” I began as I unbuckled my daggers and tossed them to the ground. “Swords and shields only, and when the loser falls, the men on either side must accept defeat and walk away.” 

    “That is a fair wager,” Lucian said with narrowed eyes as if he was expecting me to pull some kind of trick. 

    Maybe he really was smarter than he looked, even if he would never have guessed my trick if he were given a thousand years. 

    The pageboy stepped between us as Lucian got the rest of his gear and disappeared just as quickly as before once he signalled the battle to begin. 

    I lunged almost as soon as the boy vanished and brought my sword down on the Loser Lord as he had done to me during the first attempt. He was ready with a block, but when he swung his shield up for the sideswipe, I wedged my own shield between us and took the blow on my arm. The impact didn’t rattle as much as last time, but it was still enough to cause my arm to shudder, and the air seemed to vibrate with the scraping of the two shields. 

    Lucian brought his foot up and kicked it against my breastplate to shove me away. I stumbled and fell, and the Loser Lord bored down on me like a wolf closing in on its prey. He brought his sword in low and aimed for my left armpit which was one of the only places my armor didn’t cover. 

    I rolled out of the way just in time, but my armor was too heavy for me to leap to my feet easily. Lucian was agile even while weighed down, and I had to roll away from him again before his next strike. 

    I tried to do a backroll back to my feet, but I couldn’t get my legs underneath me, and that gave Lucian the opening he was looking for. 

    Chime. 

    Lucian accepted the duel again and got armored up while my mind raced over what I had learned so far. He was just as skilled with the sword as with the shield, and both were deadly weapons in his hands. He liked to use overhead slices, but he also purposely aimed for the unarmored parts of my sword arm to try to disarm me. Where his sword might fail, the shield could knock me around as well as a club. If I took a blow to the head, I was done for. 

    Once the pageboy vanished, Lucian lunged forward. This was his first tactic, so I shuffled back and parried his overhead slice rather than meet him in the middle. I brought my shield up as soon as he lifted his own, but I wasn’t expecting him to come charging at me like a raging bull. The impact jarred my arm, and since I hadn’t braced myself against the ram, I was knocked off my feet. 

    It took Lucian less than a half a minute to pounce. 

    Chime. 

    I danced away as Lucian swung his blade down, and when he tried his ram tactic again, I was ready for him. I lifted my shield and waited until the last possible moment to leap sideways so that he charged right past me. I swung my sword at the back of his knees, but I missed, and my blade skittered across the armored part of the thigh. 

    Lucian used his momentum to turn around and come at me with another charge. Just before he slammed into me, he swung the shield up and smacked the edge into my head. While my skull bounced against both sides of my helmet, Lucian brought the pommel of his sword down on my right wrist. 

    My sword fell to the ground as my brain rattled in my head. I didn’t even feel the blow that killed me. 

    Chime. 

    Lucian attempted another overhead slash, and I blocked him with my shield and shoved him away before he could bring his shield up to my side. He didn’t stagger or anything, but when I lunged forward, he wasn’t expecting it. The parry from his sword was almost too late, and he shuffled back several steps to get some distance between us. 

    When he lunged for me, I darted to the right and tried to bash his head with my shield. He managed to avoid the attack by rolling, and I prayed that he would struggle to get back to his feet as I had. 

    No such luck.  

    The trained warrior sprang to his feet like a cat and turned around with his sword and shield at the ready. 

    He darted forward with a side slash, and I just barely managed to block it with my sword. When his shield came up to knock against my jaw, I threw my head back to avoid the blow. My helmet started to slip, and when I slapped it back down with my sword hand, Lucian sprang forward and sliced into my underarm. 

    I kept going in spite of the injury, but it slowed down my swings to the point that I couldn’t even go on the offensive. He eventually knocked the sword out of my hand and won the duel. 

    Chime. 

    I was getting better, but this was so much harder than I had originally thought it was going to be. My sparring lessons with Mahini had taught me the basics of my grip and stance with a single sword, as well as how to move my feet to keep from getting cornered. It was easy enough to remember and utilize when my enemies were brainless goblins that barely knew which end of the sword to hold. Most of the enemies I had killed up to this point had had no real skill with their chosen weapon. They had been a bitch to kill, but that was just because there were so fucking many of them. 

    The few humans I had killed when I first arrived in this world hadn’t been anywhere near as skilled as Lucian, even if they had proven difficult at first. From what I knew about this world, humans were the only creatures that could actually understand complex things like battle tactics and combat which made them even more difficult to defeat. Plus there was the whole moral quandary about killing my own kind that I had to wrestle with each time. 

    Lucian couldn’t learn and respawn as I could, but he had been trained to read his opponent like a book, and if I didn’t step up my game, I was going to be at this forever. 

    The Loser Lord had two favorite shield tactics, and that was where I was lacking, since I didn’t really train it with Mahini. The shield bash was his go-to, and he really liked to rattle my brains or attempt to break my ribs through my armor. When that failed, he would put some space between us and try to ram me. While that was easy enough to dodge on the surface, he was clever enough to improvise and mix the two tactics by surprising me with a shield bash as he rushed forward like he was going to ram me. 

    I’d never really guessed how badass shield combat was. Whenever I’d played Dungeons & Dragons or video games, the shields just added a bit more armor, and it was almost never worth it to carry one when you could just have another sword or dagger in the off hand, but Lucian really was awesome with his shield, and I was picking up a lot of his tactics through these fights. One thing was for sure: shields were awesome, and after I killed this asshole, I was going to make sure I found a teacher that was really good at using them. 

    I did feel like I was better at my sword than the Loser Lord, though. His blade tactics were pretty generic, and they were kinda slow. He liked the overhead blow, of course, but he could use that pommel like a hammer to disarm me or dent my armor with enough consistent blows. And if he ever found an opening, he would slice at my underarms or across my thighs to wound or disable me entirely, but it wasn’t like he was amazing with the weapons. 

    It was really all about his shield tactics. 

    I lost track of how many times he killed me, but I learned from each battle. Lucian was highly trained, and that meant he made very few mistakes. He rarely left himself unguarded, and he was much more agile in his armor than I was in mine. But he wasn’t perfect, and while I wasn’t able to get through his physical defenses, I learned that once he was frustrated, he started to make more reckless decisions and stopped using his shield as much. 

    “I accept your challenge,” Lucian said yet again. 

    The rules were laid out and the pageboy signalled the beginning of the duel, just like he had over a dozen times already. 

    Lucian sprang at me, and I shuffled backward to avoid the blow. He followed up with a wide swing with his shield, but I dodged back some more to keep some distance between us. 

    Lucian’s men jeered at me from where they stood, and I could just see the glint in his eyes at their support. 

    I caught his sword on my shield when he came in swinging, and when I jabbed at his inner thigh, he leaped out of the way. I sprang after him with a sideways slice of my sword and immediately followed it up with a thrust of my shield. 

    Lucian parried my sword, as I was expecting, and met my shield thrust with his own shield. The thud of metal meeting wood sent a vibration through the air like a hummingbird flying over our heads. He grunted with the effort of holding me back. 

    “I admit, you have some skill,” the Loser Lord growled. He was close enough that I could see the light reflecting off his eyes inside his helmet. “But skill alone will not save you!” 

    He shoved me back with the shield and was probably hoping I would stumble, but I had already faced that move several times and knew how to shift my weight and turn my feet to hold my ground. Lucian growled as he swung down at me, and when I deflected with my shield, he spun around and tried a powerful sideswipe. 

    I danced away from him and let him come charging at me like an enraged bull. I couldn’t see his face very well through the grating of his helmet, but I imagined his face was like a snarling beast. Maybe his blacksmith should have made him a helmet like the Hound’s from Game of Thrones. 

    “You fight like a coward!” Lucian roared at me as I danced away from him yet again. 

    “Awww,” I snickered. “That hurts my feelings.” 

    “Stand and face me, fool!” 

    “I’m just letting you do all the hard work,” I replied with a shrug, and then I parried with my sword when he swung at me again. “There, happy?” 

    “I’m going to gut you.” He growled again and dropped his shield to open up his other hand.  

    Hell, yeah. This was super good. I was going to be able to cut him into sashimi if he didn’t have his shield. 

    His sword had a slightly longer grip than mine, and by using a second hand, he was able to get so much more force behind his blows. He even pulled some kind of weird flourish where he swung the sword and then pressed his other hand down on the pommel to bring the blade swinging back around. 

    I barely managed to deflect that with my shield, and the impact knocked me off my feet. 

    Aww, shit. Okay, at least I knew I could get him to drop his shield. I just had to be ready for him to go berserker afterwards. 

    “That was a pretty cool trick,” I admitted as the Loser Lord closed in on me. 

    Chime. 

    I kept Lucian at a distance as before, and it was delightful to see how easily his temper got away with him. I knew that he was skilled enough to win most of his battles, but most of his opponents were probably normal men, and that I was not. Because of my ability to reset time, I could spend all day getting to know his every move until I could read him like a picture book. 

    Time was irrelevant for a god like me. 

    When Lucian dropped his shield this time, I lunged forward with a stab to his exposed underarm before he could get a good grip on his sword. He was quick to realize my tactic, but he sprang backward to avoid the blade. He swung his own sword upward, and when I dodged backward, he hit the pommel with his other hand to bring the sword back down at a different angle. 

    I managed to leap back in time to avoid it, and when I landed, I kept the weight on the balls of my feet and sprang forward again. I caught my opponent off-guard, and I feinted for his arm before dropping the sword low for a stab to his inner thigh. 

    The ripping of the thick padding was the greatest sound I had heard all day. 

    Lucian howled in pain and leaped away from me as droplets of blood flew through the air and landed on the trampled grass around us. 

    “That will be the last time you cut me,” Lucian growled as he charged forward again. 

    “I don’t know,” I said as I got ready to dodge. “That was so much fun, I might have to do it a few more times.” 

    His two-handed attacks became more aggressive, and even with the slice to his leg, his stance remained as strong as ever. He was still unprotected by his shield, but now he was expecting me to try to slip closer to cut him again. 

    In the end, I was too slow to dodge an upward strike, and he knocked my helmet off my head. I watched his blade circle back down to cleave my head into two. 

    Chime. 

    I lost count of how many times I got him to drop his shield and then attacked him. I knew I was past fifty because that one was the first time I managed to roll back onto my feet when Lucian knocked me down, but I couldn’t clearly remember each individual attempt. They all blurred together in the end into a single feeling of lasting several lifetimes. I still didn’t think he was that much better with his sword than I was, but he was in way better shape than me, and I was normally breathing heavy by the time we got a few minutes into the fight, so I made a mental note to get some serious fitness training in when I finally beat this boss. 

    “I accept your challenge,” Lucian said after yet another respawn. He looked as confident as ever as he leaped off his horse’s back, and I looked forward to wiping the smug look off his face once and for all. “There must be rules in place to protect the winner.” 

    “Swords and shields only,” I recited for the millionth time. “Loser’s side has to back off and accept defeat.” 

    Lucian scowled at me but agreed to my terms. He was armored up and ready within a few minutes, and after the pageboy signaled the beginning of the duel, he lunged forward with an overhead swing. 

    “Can’t you be more original, dude?” I was so tired of the tactic by that point that I just flicked my wrist to parry his sword. “That only worked the first time.” 

    “First time?” Lucian questioned. “We’ve only just begun our duel!” 

    “Oh, never mind,” I grumbled as I easily parried another swing. 

    The Loser Lord snorted and came at me with his shield up for a good ramming, but I saw the way he held his sword and the way his dominant foot was twisting. It meant he was going to feint with the shield and try to stab me through the right armpit. 

    I tightened my grip on my sword, and when his shield came up to disarm me, I spun away from him and smacked his blade away with my shield. Before he could recover, I darted in and sliced at his leg. 

    He managed to wiggle away from my attack at the last possible second, and when he swung his sword again, it was more of an attempt to get me to back up than an actual attack. He flailed it around a few times until he had recovered his stance, and then he started to circle me. 

    “What are you, a vulture?” I taunted as I matched him step for step. “I’m not dead yet, genius.” 

    The helmet on his head hid his facial expression, but I had to imagine that he was glaring at me. He lunged forward with another overhead slice that I easily blocked, and when his shield came up for a sideswipe, I kicked it away from me. He stumbled with the blow before he sprang away from me again. 

    I could tell I was beginning to frustrate him. He circled me for a little longer than the last time, and it was like he was trying to get a read on me. 

    “Any day now,” I said and mimed looking at my watch, but they didn’t have watches in this world, and I supposed the gesture was lost on the Loser Lord. “I really don’t want to spend the rest of my life staring at your ugly mug.” 

    Lucian charged forward with a snarl, and when he swung his sword, it seemed to be coming from every angle. I had already fallen to this attack, so I was able to parry the blows with a back and forth with bored gestures that only seemed to piss the Loser Lord off even more. He swung his shield up to try to catch me on the jaw, but I’d seen that move two-thousand times, so I threw my head back at the right moment. Then he tried a pommel bash on my sword wrist, but I drew my arm out of reach and let out a little giggle when he screeched. 

    I ducked down as his right arm continued its trajectory, and I sliced at the fleshy part of his thigh that was unprotected by armor. The skilled fighter let out a roar of pain as the padding tore, and he leaped away from me as blood splattered the ground.  

    But I didn’t give him a chance to recover. 

    I took a page out of his book by swinging my shield at his head. He was able to bring his own shield up to deflect my blow, but it was a feeble attempt, and when he lowered it again, I head butted him like I was a rhino. 

    I heard something crack, and he collapsed to the ground as his helmet rolled away from him. 

    “Any last words?” I placed the tip of my sword at his throat as the heat of victory swelled in my chest. 

    Fuck, yeah. Finally. 

    “I will be avenged,” he spat, and his gray eyes were filled with the deepest loathing. 

    “Worst villain speech ever.” I plunged my sword down and listened to the gurgling as blood bubbled from the wound. The cheering from behind rose to a fevered pitch as I lifted my blade above my head. 

    “Lucian is dead!” I shouted as I turned toward my town. “Addington is safe!” 

    There was nothing left for me out in the field. I figured the Duke of Bullard would want his son’s body returned to him, so it wasn’t like I had to stay behind and help the soldiers bury their leader. The men were already packed up and ready to leave, although they now had a riderless horse in their midst, didn’t they. 

    Cotinus may have been the world’s stupidest name, but he would make a fine reward for ridding the world of an annoying pest. 

    The unmistakable sound of clinking armor cut across the cheering of the crowd, and when I turned around, I saw the army surging forward. Three of the men were already in striking range, and I managed to parry and dodge a few blows before they surrounded me. 

    “What are you doing?” I snapped at them. My sword was knocked out of my hands, and my shield was ripped off my left arm. “The terms of the fight were clear!” 

    The soldier on my right dropped his sword and held my arms to my sides. The one on my left ripped my helmet off my head before he knocked my knees out from underneath me. The third soldier kept his sword at the ready, and as the rest of the army came up behind him, he sneered down at me. 

    “Lucian may have agreed to the terms, but we did not,” the soldier said. “The moment he fell, I became the commander of this army. 

    “You dirty bastards,” I growled at the men. “I killed your bitch ass lord fair and square!” 

    “You did,” the new commander agreed. “And now you will pay for what you have done.” 

    Before I could get another comment in, the sword pierced my stomach. 

    Ahhhh, fuck. 

    Chime. 

    I glared at Lucian as he dismounted from his horse. He had to know that his men would avenge him once he was dead just as he knew Mahini would avenge my death. Agreeing to my terms was just a formality, and since I knew his men wouldn’t honor the agreement, was there really any point in this one on one duel? 

    Well, I had only managed to kill him the one time. I had to make sure I could kill him every time before I tried a different strategy. 

    The duel followed almost the exact same thread as the last, and once Lucian was on his back, I didn’t bother asking if he had any last words. I already knew what they would be, and I was so over listening to his annoying voice. I plunged the blade through his throat and didn’t wait for the gurgling to stop this time. 

    His men were already surging forward. The two who had grabbed me last time were halfway through the motion of sheathing their swords, but once they realized I was ready for them, they drew their blades again. They swung their swords at the same time as two spearmen thrust their spears at me. 

    I managed to dodge one of the spears, but the second spear sliced the inner part of my thigh. I hissed in pain as I brought my shield up to block the two swords, but there were soldiers everywhere. I couldn’t protect every side of myself when they circled me like that, and within seconds, I knew I was defeated. 

    Chime. 

    After killing Lucian this time, I spun around and rushed at the army that was only just beginning to bear down on me. Their expressions were hidden behind their helmets, but from their faltering movements, I knew I had surprised them. The frontrunners had their swords at the ready, but I managed to knock them to the ground with a sideswipe from my shield. I kicked one in his helmeted head and plunged my sword through the other’s exposed throat. 

    Three spearmen were thrusting at me by that point, and I was able to dodge all but one. The third skittered across my armor with a sharp sound, and I managed to break the shaft of the spear with a downward blow of my shield. The soldier didn’t flinch as the end exploded into splinters, and he swung the shaft at me like a baseball bat. 

    Two swordsmen came up from behind, and I whirled around to meet their attacks. One man used an overhead swing while the other used the shield bashing technique Lucian was so fond of. I blocked the sword with my shield and danced away from the bashing attempt, only to be met with searing pain as one of the spearmen sliced my inner thigh from behind. Another came in with a jab to my underarm, and my sword fell from limp fingers. 

    Chime. 

    It didn’t matter how I tried to fight off the soldiers once Lucian was dead. Even if I managed to kill a few, there were so many more to take their place. It was like trying to defeat a hydra but instead of heads that appeared, it was trained soldiers. I wasn’t even able to get to any of the crossbowmen because their comrades kept them properly defended. Ducking behind my shield to block the bolts that came whizzing toward me almost always led to my immediate death by a spear. 

    For over a dozen respawns I attempted every possible angle I could find. I went at the army head-on, and they surrounded me and killed me in a matter of moments. I darted and dodged around them and tried to lead them away from the town, but they wouldn’t play along with that tactic, and they tore down the makeshift gate and started slaughtering everyone. I even tried to get the townspeople to fight on my side once, but it took so long to move the gate that by the time anyone had reached me I was already wounded to the point of losing anyway. 

    There had to be a way to end this without having to involve the townspeople or Mahini. Killing Lucian in single combat clearly wasn’t it, so I had to try another tactic. 

    Chime. 

    “Then you and your town have chosen death,” Lucian growled when I told him he wasn’t getting Elissa. 

    “You would think that, but no,” I replied. “Your death is the only thing we want.” 

    “And how will you get it, I wonder?” the Loser Lord asked. 

    “Killing you isn’t the problem,” I assured him. “But your men have no honor and will fight to avenge you even if you die.” 

    “And what makes you say that?” Lucian’s gray eyes narrowed. 

    “I’ve run this scenario through my head a thousand times in the last few seconds,” I told him, and I smirked as the blood drained away from his face. “I can defeat you in single combat without a problem, but your men will rush forward and kill me, even if you agree that your death means my town is to be left in peace.” 

    Lucian’s horse pounded his front foot against the ground several times while the man thought about how to respond. He could try to deny my claims all he wanted, but I had literally just lived it several hundred times. 

    “If what you say is true,” he began, “then how do you propose we end this stalemate.” 

    “Well, you could just turn around and go home,” I joked. “But since your precious pride has been hurt, I know that’s not an option.” 

    “Look here, God of Time,” Lucian growled as he urged his horse closer to me. I hated how he looked down on me from the red animal’s back. “There are only two options that you have to look forward to. Both will lead to the demise of this pitiful town.” 

    “Oh, yeah?” I challenged him. “Then, please, do enlighten me.” 

    “The first is obvious,” the Loser Lord replied as he rolled his eyes. “You’ll stand your ground and fight all fifty-four men in my army. You probably have enough skill to kill about three of them, maybe more if you’re lucky, but they will overcome you in the end, and you will die. The survivors will go into Addington, retrieve my bride, and slaughter everyone else.” 

    “Yeah, that’s not what will happen,” I snickered. “So what’s behind door number two?” 

    There was a long pause where Lucian just glared at me for a while. He was probably trying to work out how I could be so confident in my ability to wipe out fifty-five men all by myself. 

    “The second option,” he began in a wary tone, “is that there is no battle here today. You are free to go back to your little town and continue your pitiful existence behind those easily-destroyed walls of yours. But that is where you and the rest of the townspeople will stay. You will not be allowed to leave for anything: food, water, resources. Anyone who tries to leave will be cut down where they stand. Until my woman is given back to me.”  

    “Yeah…” I rolled my yes. “No.”  

    “The choice is yours, Great One. I will even give you a few moments to consider the options.” 

    With that, he urged the horse back to the frontline of his army. 

    The horse. 

    That was the answer to everything. I didn’t know a lot about history, but I did know that mounted knights were able to plow through footmen easily. 

    I had to take it from Lucian, and then I had to use it to kill all these men. 

    There was no way I would allow the people of Addington to starve. This had to end today, even if it took me a million attempts. I already knew how to defeat Lucian in single combat, and I could probably get him to agree to another challenge and just save after I killed him. It wouldn’t be much of a window to ready myself, though, and I kind of wanted to see the look on his stupid face when I killed every last one of his men before I ran my sword through him. 

    “I’ve made my decision!” I called to Lucian. “If you want a battle, then you’ll get a battle!” 

    I made a quick save point, and then I rushed toward the line of men waiting to rip me to pieces. 

    Time to show them what a god could really do. 
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    Chapter 14 

    Any sane person would have run the other direction and hid behind the gates of the town or at least called for some reinforcements, but I couldn’t let a single person in my town get caught up in this mess any more than they already were. This was my fight, and no matter how many times I had to race toward the angry army, I would eventually come out on top and kill every last man in my sight. 

    I couldn’t see every man in the army as I raced forward. Lucian and his massive horse took up most of my vision, and since the plains here were pretty flat, I didn’t have the advantage of height to get a proper count. All I had to go off of were Mahini’s observations, and knowing that there were fifty-five angry and very skilled men standing before me was enough to make my balls shrivel. 

    This was gonna take me a while. 

    I covered about four yards before Lucian made any kind of move, and he did what I would have expected a man on a horse to do. He kicked his mount and charged right for me with his sword at the ready. The spearmen behind him closed ranks, but they didn’t rush forward, as I’m sure they figured one man on foot wouldn’t last long against a man on horseback. 

    The red beast bored down on me, and before I made it another yard, he was there. I strafed to one side to avoid being run down, but Lucian seemed to have expected that tactic. His horse slid to a halt faster than I would have guessed it could, and it pulled some kind of ballet move by rearing up and pivoting in place. 

    The last thing I saw were two very large hooves coming down at my head. 

    Chime. 

    This was just another one of those times where I wished I had magic, since a giant fireball would have eliminated the problem before I could have snapped my fingers. No need for the time-consuming duel or getting charged by a massive horse. Just light them all on fire and watch them burn. 

    But Addington didn’t have a magic user, and the ones I had met I had already killed. I was on my own, with my sword, shield, and wits. 

    And unlimited attempts. 

    Lucian charged his horse at me, and when I strafed to the side, the beast pulled that fancy footwork again. I was expecting it this time, so I strafed back the way I came. The sound of those hooves coming down was like a bomb being dropped, and when the horse landed, the ground trembled around me. 

    That was the force that had just killed me, and I wanted it for myself. 

    Unseating Lucian was not going to be an easy feat. He was clearly a trained horseman, since he didn’t get thrown when his horse reared, and even leaning to one side to swing his sword at me didn’t seem to unbalance him in the slightest. My hands were full, too, so it wasn’t like I could just grab him and yank him down. I would have to give up my sword or my shield, and both were kind of keeping me alive at that point. 

    But I wouldn’t know if I could do it if I didn’t try. I parried a blow from his sword and dropped my shield. Before he could yank his sword arm back for another swing, I reached up and grabbed his wrist. 

    “What are you-- Let go of me!” Lucian snarled as he tried to tug his arm free. 

    “Get off your high horse and fight like a man!” I growled right back. 

    I had never been so close to a horse before, but I would have expected shouting and swordplay to be terrifying for a prey animal. This one was very well trained, and although it pranced around a bit with me yanking on his rider, the horse didn’t drag me or bolt in the opposite direction. That actually wouldn’t have been a bad thing, if it got Lucian out of the way for a bit. 

    I was too busy focusing on dragging Lucian from his horse that I wasn’t paying attention to the other men. We weren’t in the one-on-one duel anymore, so it wasn’t like they had to stand back and watch. The clinking of armor signalled their arrival, and before I could even turn, there was a searing pain in my thigh and enough warmth spreading down my leg for me to assume my femoral artery had just been severed. 

    Chime. 

    As the horse came barreling toward me, I braced myself. If I couldn’t get the man off the horse by dragging him down, then I would have to get him down by removing the horse from the equation. The thought of harming such a magnificent beast was like a hot stone in my gut, but until I knew the fighting style of each man in the army, I would have to remove any advantage being used against me. 

    The red beast’s hoofbeats were like the pounding of my heart. It was abusing my ribs so furiously that I couldn’t tell if my heart was just trying to get as many beats out before my next death or if it was all the adrenaline coursing through my veins. I didn’t have a chance to ponder it for too long because in the next breath, the horse was upon me. 

    I leaped to the side at the last second and sliced my sword along the horse’s legs as it galloped past. Its scream of pain made me turn away and close my eyes, and I prayed that it wouldn’t suffer for too long. The ground trembled as the animal collapsed, and a crack like a gunshot told me that either Lucian or the horse had just broken something. 

    From the agonized human scream, I guessed it was Lucian. 

    I opened my eyes again and turned to see the results of my attack. The horse had collapsed on its side, and blood was splattered on the grass around me. Lucian’s helmet had fallen off when he fell, and his face was paler than snow. His leg was completely crushed beneath the weight of his horse and no amount of struggling was going to free him of that pain. 

    Well, I guess that was one way to take him out of the equation.  

    Lucian looked up as I approached, and his eyes went wide as I lifted my sword. 

    “No--wait--please!” he cried and lifted his shield in defense. 

    I kicked the shield away and brought my sword down across his face. Blood and saliva splattered everywhere as the man took his last breath, and the metallic smell filled my nose. 

    The army was roaring and headed my way, but I took a moment to put the horse out of its misery. “I may have to do this to you a few more times, big guy, but I’ll do my best to keep you alive in the end.” 

    Having a bad ass war horse to join the fight was the advantage I needed, and while Elrin may have promised to get me some horses from the farmer, I couldn’t imagine they would be anywhere as amazing as this guy. I would find a way to free him of his rider and use his strength to my advantage. 

    But for now, I had an angry army to deal with. 

    A group of six spearmen were charging forward in a wedge shape with their weapons aimed at me like lances in a joust. In single combat, they would have been at a disadvantage because I was wearing armor that protected all but the smallest spots. A group of them could surround me, as I was already well aware of, and they only needed one good shot to bring me to my knees. 

    I lifted my shield as they approached, and I crouched slightly so that it covered as much of my body as possible. The lead spearman reached me, and I was able to easily deflect his weapon with my shield. The two at either side tried to jab me in the legs, but I just held my ground and let the points bounce off of my armor. Two more tried to cut behind me so I kicked the lead spearman in the chest and used the momentum to leap backward. 

    I parried a jab from the left and deflected a thrust from the right with my shield. Another jab came in at my groin so I darted backward to avoid it. More jabs kept me from getting too close to the six men, and before long, the remaining twelve spearmen and the two dozen swordsmen were there to swell the numbers, and I was overwhelmed. 

    Chime. 

    I couldn’t just stand there like an idiot. The only way I was going to survive this massacre was if I kept moving. Higher terrain would have been nice, especially if I could bottleneck the army so I only had to fight them a few at a time, but I had already tried leading them away from the town and it hadn’t worked. 

    There wasn’t much around me except for the grassy plains. The hills here were so small that they were more like a few handfuls of dirt in a pile than actual good terrain. Even hiding in the tall grass wouldn’t have done me much good because my armor would give me away in a heartbeat. 

    These were men I was fighting, not stupid kobolds. 

    I sliced the legs of Lucian’s horse once more, and the man was once again caught beneath the animal’s weight. I wasted no time in killing them both, and I made sure to make my promise to the horse again. I knew it wouldn’t remember me speaking to it, but it just made me feel better about ending its life. 

    The army was racing forward with the six spearmen in their wedge formation at the front. There were two other identical wedges, and I could see the swordsmen forming up small groups as well. The crossbowmen were firing their bolts whenever they found an opening, and they had better aim than the kobolds did, but I expected each shot and raised my shield to swat each bolt away like an annoying fly.  

    Only one group needed to catch up and stall me long enough for the others to back them up. I knew I would need to find a way to scatter them in the end, but for now, I wanted to learn everything I could about how each group fought so I could take them down like the badass god I am in the final run through. 

    The first wedge of spears was composed of some of the more seasoned fighters. The leader was Sir Terrowin, and he was the most difficult to bring down. He was almost always the one that tore into my legs if I gave him an opening, but he also had a tendency to use his spear as a kind of battle staff. Some of his men would try the same thing, but none of them had the skill and technique that Sir Terrowin did. 

    During one attempt, he was spinning his spear around like a madman, and it was all I could do to keep my distance or parry him without getting stabbed by one of the other seasoned warriors. Twice he drove me into the spears of two of his companions, and the third time it happened I managed to turn and break the points off with my shield before I got myself impaled. The men were too stunned to defend themselves, and I was able to sidle up to them and drive my sword into their exposed necks. Blood stained their shiny armor red and nourished the dry grass around us. 

    Sir Terrowin advanced on me with his deadly swinging, and I kept shuffling back to avoid getting smacked upside the head. There wasn’t anyone behind me at that point, and I was able to put enough distance between us that Terrowin grabbed the spear in both hands, and he lifted it over his head and swung it down. 

    I caught the spearhead on my shield, and when the weapon snapped, I lunged forward and sliced through his femoral artery. Blood pooled around us as though I had turned on some kind of grisly faucet, and I could almost see the pints of blood draining from the man’s body. He was unconscious before he hit the ground, and the remaining men in his group pounced on me before I could finish him off. 

    Chime. 

    Sir Reynald was leader of the second wedge of spears, and although he was probably the largest man on the field, he wasn’t by any means a marshmallow. His jabs came at me with all the force of a battering ram, and more than once he knocked me off my feet and plunged his spear into the unprotected parts of my body. He used the soldiers under his command like pawns on a chessboard, but I quickly found the weakest link in a man named Terric. 

    There was a man in the first wedge named Tedric, and when I killed Terrowin for the first time, the young soldier was so beside himself that he tore ass for me and tried to take me down without any kind of back up. Tedric was his older brother, and I was the world’s biggest monster for killing him. I learned that all I had to do was kill Tedric in the first wedge before killing Sir Terrowin, and then Terric’s rage would break the formation of the second wedge. 

    “Get back here, Terric!” Sir Reynald barked as the young man came to avenge his brother’s death. 

    The poor guy was probably a little bit older than I was, but his rage and grief made him look like a child. I almost felt bad as I parried his reckless jab and smashed his face with my shield. I could feel the bones crunch through the metal, and when I looked down there was a smear of blood across the front of the shield. I think I managed to knock out a few teeth during one attempt, but I didn’t stop to check. 

    Once Terric was dead, the rest of the formation fumbled for a bit to recover their positions. They were obviously trained to reevaluate in a heartbeat if one of their own fell, but that heartbeat was how I got in. In the shuffle I was able to slip forward into the defense of a left-handed spearman and pierce him in the gut through the gap between his breastplate and the weird scaled skirt he wore. 

    It took me a few tries to perfect that specific kill, and more often than not I had to respawn because I didn’t time it properly. But once I managed to kill the left-handed spearman, I was able to play a game of leapfrog and avoid the spears being jabbed at me while plunging my blade into whatever nook I could find. 

    Sir Reynald, for all his barking and strategy, wasn’t as much of a threat on his own as I was expecting. He was able to do some of the battle staff moves that Sir Terrowin was famous for, and his blows came at me like I was being hit by a train, but so long as I dodged out of his range, he couldn’t do much more than bellow at me like a raging bull. 

    He swung around so much that he must have gotten hot in his armor. The leader of spear-wedge-number-two ripped his helmet off and glared at me. 

    “I’m gonna kill you, boy!” he roared as he charged at me. 

    “I really wish I had a red cape right about now,” I muttered. 

    It was easy to dodge him, and once my sword was in his throat, he didn’t do too much more bellowing at me. His brains covered my sword like slimy worms, and his eyes rolled into the back of his head as he collapsed to the ground. 

    The leader of wedge number three got revenge for that. 

    Chime. 

    I had probably already hit fifty respawns, and I had only managed to figure out how to kill Lucian, his horse, and twelve of the fifty-four other men in the army, but I was making some great progress. 

    And I could do this forever. 

    “Only forty-two more to go!” I cheered as my sword splattered Sir Reynald’s brains on the ground again. 

    The third wedge of spears was led by a man named Sir Saerus. This man knew how to hold his own, but the rest of his men were a little bit green when it came to real battles. They were definitely trained well, but they made foolish mistakes that their predecessors had not. 

    It was going to get a bit easier. 

    One always dropped his spear when I knocked it aside with my shield. Another was too thrust-happy, and it was so easy to just drop my sword and yank the spear away from him and turn it on its master. 

    And boy was it fun to use a spear. I could keep the rest of the men at bay, and although I had watched Sir Terrowin spin his spear around like a battle staff a million times, I soon realized that it wasn’t as easy as it looked. My shield made it impossible, and when I first dropped it to try my hand at battle staffing, Sir Saerus pounced on my exposed side and took me down. 

    Chime. 

    I lost count on how many attempts it took to figure out how to use the spear like a battle staff. I wasn’t as strong as Reynald or as skilled as Terrowin, but I managed to knock nearly the entirety of Sir Saerus’ wedge formation to the ground and spray blood everywhere with a strong jab to the underarms. 

    The man himself was a seasoned warrior, and I quickly realized that fighting with my spear wasn’t going to work. He knew how to duck and dodge every swing, and when I tried my new battle staff moves on him, he just dropped his own spear and yanked the weapon out of my hands. 

    “Oh, shit, that was good,” I laughed just before the spear sliced me underneath the arm. 

    Chime. 

    I was getting so much better at fighting, and Sir Saerus eventually went down by using the tried-and-true tactic of breaking the spearhead with my shield and just going for the exposed neck with my sword. I was getting so much better at avoiding the spray of blood by that point that, even after killing all eighteen spearmen, I only had a few stains on my boots and across my right arm. 

    The ground, on the other hand, was happily soaking up the salty nourishment, and I wouldn’t be surprised if the waist-high grasses shot up several feet in the next few days. 

    Fighting the swordsmen was easier for me, as I had gotten good at sparring with Mahini and Lucian. I learned the basics from the desert goddess, and the more advanced techniques from the Loser Lord himself. I had to stand much closer to the swordsmen than the spearmen, but I was already so well-versed with how to duck and dodge and parry by that point that proximity was no problem. 

    They were organized as a single unit following the command of Sir Owin. I assumed that Lucian usually called the shots, but I made sure to kill him during each attempt just so I didn’t have him trying to run me down while I was busy learning how to kill all of his men. It didn’t seem to matter who was barking orders at them since they just kind of rushed at me as a roaring horde in an attempt to overwhelm me. 

    That was when the fighting started to get interesting. Each soldier had the same general tactics as Lucian did with just a little bit of personal flair here and there. The majority were just as skilled with their shields as they were with their swords, and only the little greenies struggled to turn a defense weapon into an offensive one. 

    The green boys were the easiest to pick off, since they probably weren’t used to opponents of my calibre. I may not have been on Lucian’s level when I first challenged him to a duel, but by the six-millionth respawn, or whatever number I was on by that point, I had definitely reached high-level status in terms of sword fighting. Whenever one of the green boys crossed blades with me, it was only for a few swings before he staggered or left himself open or just fumbled with his sword. Killing them was almost too easy, and I probably should have felt bad for doing it. 

    But I gave them the chance to turn tail and run back home, and they didn’t take it. It wasn’t my fault they were a bunch of cunts. 

    Bolts from the crossbows were plinking off my shield more consistently once the majority of the army laid dead at my feet. Sometimes the fools managed to shoot their companions, but it was usually the greenies that got in the line of fire or probably some green crossbowman that fired at the wrong time. Only once did a bolt manage to turn the tide of my slaughter of the swordsmen, but since the crossbowmen were so well defended, I had to get rid of all the other soldiers before I could properly take care of them. 

    Chime. 

    As I painted the grass red with swordsman blood, I kept my eye on Sir Owin. He would bark out orders at his men from time to time, but he wasn’t trying to squeeze in and take me down. He was probably hoping that his men would weaken me to the point that when we did finally clash swords, I wouldn’t be able to stand up to his might. 

    He needed to be knocked down a few pegs, didn’t he? 

    Fighting him was no easy feat, though, and his men did wear me down sufficiently by the time I first stood against him. His blows reminded me of Sir Reynald, and I wondered if Lucian had learned his shield bashing techniques from this guy. He was constantly trying to bash my head in, but since I had fought Lucian a million times, it was easy enough to anticipate and dodge. 

    In the end, he managed to disarm me by smashing the tip of his shield into my right shoulder. My arm went limp, but I didn’t let my sword touch the ground before I respawned. 

    Chime. 

    During one of our encounters, my sword shattered completely. I stared at the empty hilt for a few seconds too long, and I just barely managed to dodge an overhead swing from the swordsman. I knew that my feather sword only had a maximum durability of eighty-percent, but I still didn’t know what kind of damage it took when I parried and shoved it through people. The magical aspect was too good to pass up, but I knew that I would have to drop it at some point in the battle to pick up a weapon with more durability to it. 

    I managed to grab a new weapon, but the distraction of my shattered sword worked to Sir Owin’s advantage, and he managed to kill me. 

    Chime. 

    Since I knew my blade would probably shatter by the time I reached Sir Owin, I made sure to swap it out for the weapon of the first green swordsman I killed. It felt like holding lead after the feather aspect of my own sword, and it took me several attempts to get used to swinging around a heavier blade again. 

    When I reached Sir Owin again, I managed to parry every one of his attacks, and I even made him stagger backward with a powerful shield bash. A crossbow bolt ricocheted off his helmet and came at me, but I swatted it out of the air like a fly. I was getting really good at that, and I always loved the look on the swordsman’s face whenever it happened. 

    “What’s wrong, Owin?” I taunted. “Aren’t you skilled enough to do that?” 

    He shared more than just his love of shield bashing with Lucian. Once his temper was flared, he would make some pretty foolish mistakes. It took about a dozen attempts before I managed to take advantage of his rage and slice through the padding under his arm. His blood seeped from the wound, and I lifted his arm and stabbed up through the armpit for good measure. 

    All that remained was learning about the crossbowmen, and if they were anything like the kobolds I had slaughtered in this spot only five days ago, they would be the easiest to kill. 

    I learned very quickly that while they were definitely the easiest of the army to kill, they weren’t quite as stupid as the kobolds. For starters, each crossbowman had a sword and was quick to drop his favored weapon to defend himself with the more reasonable one. They also had better aim, and once I was at a closer range, those bolts of theirs were harder to block. 

    I hadn’t bothered trying to dodge any bolts up until that point because they couldn’t do any damage to me. But during a brief lull when most of the crossbowmen were rewinding their crossbows, I checked the stats on my breastplate to find that the durability had dropped down to about sixty-two percent during the battle. It had probably been much worse when I was still learning in the earlier respawns, and it was still at least protecting me, but I could only imagine how bad it would get as the durability dwindled further. 

    If my blade shattered when it reached zero, what would happen to my armor? I really didn’t want to find out right now. 

    The crossbowmen were clearly dual-trained, and whenever they lifted their swords against mine I had to admire the skill that they had. It must have taken years of practice and discipline with each weapon to reach the level they were at. 

    “I don’t suppose I could convince you to stop trying to kill me and join me instead?” I asked each and every crossbowman. Their answers were always the same, and in the end, I left them choking on their own blood. 

    When the last crossbowman fell to my sword, I looked around the blood-soaked battlefield with a sense of displeasure. Sure, I had finally managed to kill every single soldier in the army, but it wasn’t a perfect run through. The horse was still dead, and Lucian had been one of my first kills. He was the whole reason I was fighting in the first place. It left a bad taste in my mouth not to be able to see his stupid face as I killed every last man in his army before his eyes. 

    Not only that, but I wanted to be able to go through the whole thing without taking hits on my armor. A little bit here and there was fine, but it was just like when my shoulder guard was dented in the mine. I wasn’t about to walk back to the town with severely damaged goods. 

    I was going to walk back like the god I was. 

    I might as well go for one-hundred percent completion. The gamer in me demanded it, and I couldn’t let down my fans. 

    Since everyone was dead, the townspeople were cheering in the distance and were pouring out of the makeshift gate. I ignored them as I picked my way to where Lucian and his horse laid. 

    “Now, how do I do all of this without getting you killed in the very beginning,” I mused as I looked down at the dead beast. 

    Chime. 

    Since I knew how to defeat every man in the army, I now had all the time in the world to perfect the very beginning of the battle. It seemed a little out of order, but what did it matter? Nobody else knew that I was doing it wrong, and even if I told people that’s what I did, they would think I was just exaggerating to make the story better. I could do it however I wanted because only the last attempt was the one that mattered. 

    “Don’t suppose I could convince you to just get down off your horse?” I asked Lucian as I strolled forward. 

    “Are you crazy?” he responded. “Even with Cotinus, you will never manage to defeat us all!” 

    “Dude, you have no idea,” I muttered as the horse came galloping toward me. 

    I stood my ground as the horse bored down on me, and when I dodged at the last second, Lucian pulled that same rearing dance move from before. Rather than stand there like an idiot and wait for the hooves to smash down, I took off as fast as I could for the first wedge of spearmen in the army. 

    “Kill him!” Lucian shouted as he kicked his horse after me. 

    “That seems like a redundant order!” I yelled as I slashed at Tedric the spearman. 

    I managed to get pretty far on that attempt, even with Lucian barking out orders to his men now and again and chasing me on his horse. It didn’t change the skill of the fighters I was facing, but it did change some of their tactics. Lucian’s orders were contradictory to those of each unit’s leaders that I had already learned by heart, and although it didn’t confuse the men under his command, it definitely threw me off. 

    Sir Terrowin managed to take me down that first time. 

    Chime. 

    Because I already knew the styles of each man I was fighting, it took me fewer attempts to overcome my enemies with Lucian controlling them like some kind of user playing Command & Conquer. He kind of reminded me of the orange kobold with all of the circling and barking he was doing, and when the thought first popped into my head, I was killed because I was laughing so hard that I fell over. 

    Chime. 

    About five attempts in, I found myself getting closer and closer to Lucian and his horse. The man was too busy barking out orders to the men on his other side to notice me, so I was able to leap up and wrap my arms around his neck. 

    “Arggggggh!” he choked out as I ripped him down from the saddle. 

    Cotinus pranced forward a few steps, but he was clearly used to the harsh sounds of battle around him to not immediately gallop off. He turned his armored head my way when I approached and from the way his ears flattened against his head, I could tell he wasn’t too happy to see me. 

    “Hey, buddy, we’re gonna go for a little ride,” I cooed. 

    The closest I had ever been to riding a horse was a mechanical bull machine at a county fair when I was in high school. It had been easy to just throw my leg over to climb on top, but Cotinus was easily twice the height of the machine, and all I had was a tiny foot loop attached to the saddle to help boost me up and over. 

    “Well, this oughta be fun,” I mumbled as I put my foot in the stirrup. 

    I expected Cotinus to take off on me as soon as I put weight in the loop. I wasn’t his rider, after all, and I could see him watching me. Hope flared in my chest at the thought that maybe he wanted me as his rider as much as I wanted him as my companion. 

    “Up and over,” I muttered to myself. 

    As soon as my body laid across the horse’s back, he let out a loud whinny and took off running. 

    I lasted about three strides of the horse’s long legs before the bumpy ride bucked me off. I was lucky I didn’t get a hoof to the face as I fell to the ground, but the wind rushed out of my lungs as the combination of metal and solid earth slammed against my body. 

    Chime. 

    I fought my way to Cotinus and yanked Lucian from the saddle once more. The horse eyed me warily as I put my foot in the stirrup, and instead of laying across his back, I tried to throw my other leg up and over. 

    I just about kicked the horse in the back of the head, and he threw me off by rearing for my effort. 

    Chime. 

    It took me over a dozen tries to get properly onto Cotinus’ back, and then it was just a matter of not getting thrown off again. 

    The first time I managed to actually sit in the saddle, Cotinus snorted and started prancing in place. Lucian came up on the left and tried to yank me off, but I kicked him in the face. I must have brought my leg back too quickly because Cotinus twitched beneath me and took off like a rocket. 

    “Hoooooolyyyyyy shiiiiiiiiit!” I cried as the plains around me turned into a green blur. 

    As terrifying as it was to be properly riding a horse for the first time, I finally understood why so many people enjoyed it. The wind whistling through my helmet, the adrenaline coursing through my veins, and the heavy breathing of the powerful animal beneath me were like nothing I had ever experienced before. It was like riding a roller coaster, but so much better because I could control how fast we went or when we made a sharp turn. 

    I grabbed the reins that were flopping around on the horse’s neck, and when I yanked back, Cotinus came to an abrupt halt. I lost my seat and flew over his head. 

    The ground stole all of my air again, and Cotinus looked down at me with his ears perked up. 

    Chime. 

    It only took me another handful of attempts to get the hang of pulling Cotinus to a halt with the reins. I was even able to get him to turn, although he was a bit ornery and tossed his head whenever I pulled on the reins. Getting him to actually go as fast as I wanted was another story, and I was afraid of hurting him if I kicked him too hard. I probably sat on the horse’s back in the middle of the plains for over an hour trying to get him to walk, let alone gallop. 

    Chime. 

    A dozen attempts later, and I was bouncing along on the horse’s back as he trotted through the tall grass. I could get him to turn in figure eights and stop, and I was even able to get him to walk backwards for several feet. 

    “Now how do I get you to do that cool pivot thing,” I mused as I patted the intelligent animal on the armored neck. 

    By the time I was ready to face Lucian and his army for the final time, I was able to leap onto Cotinus like a badass, and the horse didn’t take off with me anymore. I couldn’t quite figure out the pivot thing, but I figured out how to get him to rear up on command. Those hooves of his were a game changer for me. 

    I respawned one last time, and as I looked at Lucian on his magnificent horse, I knew that this was the one to end them all. 

    “Let’s do this,” I said with a grin before I charged toward my victory.
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    Chapter 15 

    Lucian and Cotinus came charging at me like they always did, and it was so easy to just leap out of the way. The red warhorse slid to a stop and reared up, and he did that cool pivot thing. His hooves kicked through the air a few times before they came smashing down. 

    “I’ll be right back, okay?” I said to the horse as I dodged to the right. When Lucian commanded the horse to rear up again, I turned and headed for the first wedge of spearmen. “I’ll free you from your evil master very soon, Cotinus!” 

    The spearmen always situated themselves into a nice organized front line for me with the first wedge under Sir Terrowin more to the left, the younger guys with burly Sir Reynald’s group in the middle, and the little greenies under Sir Saerus on the far side of the army. 

    “Terrowin!” Lucian roared from somewhere behind me. “Kill him! Sir Owin, get your swordsmen into formation!” 

    “I don’t know why you’re telling them to kill me, Loser Lord,” I taunted Lucian as I came up on the first group of spearmen. “I’m pretty sure that’s the obvious choice.” 

    Sir Terrowin and his men advanced on me with their spears filling in any gaps in their formation. Each man was probably glaring at me from beneath his helmet, but I wasn’t close enough to really read their expressions. 

    “Good morning, Sir Terrowin,” I greeted the lead spearman, and the man looked utterly confused when I bowed to him. “May I ask that you have Tedric step aside? He plays a very important role in this fight, and I need to be sure he is not injured by one of your men.” 

    The man standing just past Terrowin’s left elbow straightened out of his attack stance. Terrowin himself ignored his soldier and sprang forward with his epic battle staff moves. The two spearmen on his left followed after their leader and jabbed their spears at me. The remaining spearmen stepped around the still very confused Tedric to close me in on the right. 

    “Left!” I shouted at Terrowin as his attack came in on my left side. “Now to the right! Over the head and down at an angle from the right!” 

    It was like I was using voice commands or something. Even when Terrowin tried to switch it up and pull a move that was probably his “ace in the hole,” I was able to guess correctly. 

    I slammed my shield down on the two spears jabbing at me on the left. The first broke easily, but the second required three hits before it splintered. The spearhead spun through the air, and I snatched it as it started to fall. The first spearman was too stunned by my epic feat to even react when I plunged the spearhead through the open part of his helmet and into his face. 

    Blood and brains splattered everywhere, and I leaped to avoid getting showered in the hot goo. 

    I drew my dagger as I whirled on the second spearman and sliced across his throat. I spun away from both the spray of his blood and the downward swing of Sir Terrowin’s spear. 

    The two spearmen closed in on my right, but I deflected their jabs with my shield and danced away from them. 

    “Yoohooo, Lucian!” I called to the Loser Lord just a few yards away. “Can’t catch me!” 

    “Block him in!” Lucian shouted as he urged Cotinus forward. 

    “Tedric, get back into line!” Terrowin barked as he reformed his little wedge. 

    The first wedge of spearmen was much smaller than before and really didn’t look like much of a threat. The second wedge was a few yards behind them and closing in fast. 

    “Into position men!” One of the crossbowmen shouted. They were hidden behind the mass of swordsmen approaching from beyond the spearmen, so I knew they couldn’t get a good shot on me just yet. 

    “You guys have to wait your turn!” I shouted to the crossbowmen. 

    There was no response. So rude. 

    As Cotinus thundered closer, I dropped my dagger and grabbed the spear from the man to the left of Terrowin. It wasn’t Tedric, of course, because I needed him for later. He tried to shake me off the weapon, but I kept a firm grip, and when I knew Cotinus was close enough, I yanked the soldier forward and spun him around. 

    “Augggggh!” he screamed as Cotinus ran him down. Those big hooves came down with a crunch, and I knew he wasn’t going to be getting back up. 

    “En garde!” I shouted at Terrowin as I swung my new spear at him. 

    The man blocked easily, and for a long time, we exchanged blows like two young boys playing with sticks in the forest. These spears were so much stronger than a pair of sticks, though, and no amount of smacking them together would cause them to snap in two. After a few exchanges, I shifted so that my shield was between us, and I rammed him back several steps. 

    Before he could recover and pounce at me again, I adjusted my grip on the spear and hurled it at the other not-Tedric spearman. The weapon sliced right across the man’s neck, and from the blood that came gushing out, I knew it had struck the carotid artery. 

    It had only taken me a dozen attempts to get that move right. 

    I turned as Terrowin came rushing at me with his spear down like a jousting match, and I drew my sword to knock his weapon away. I curved my sword around and brought it up across his face. His helmet went flying and so did a big chunk of his nose. 

    Sir Terrowin dropped his spear to clutch at what was left of his nose and blood seeped between his metal-covered fingers. He did nothing to protect his throat, and when I slashed my sword across the exposed skin, blood sprayed everywhere and ran in rivulets down the front side of his breastplate. 

    The man was dead long before he hit the ground. 

    Tedric let out a yelp like a kicked dog and dropped his spear. When he tried to run, I hooked two of my fingers into the back of his armor and tugged him back. 

    “No, no, don’t run, Tedric,” I cooed at him. “You’re very important, and I need you!” 

    “Stay where you are, Terric!” Sir Reynald barked from the approaching second wedge. 

    The young man was advancing from the far-right wing of the formation and the spear in his hands was quivering dramatically in the air. He was just about ready to charge, but he wouldn’t break formation until I killed his big brother. 

    “All in good time, my friend,” I muttered, more to myself than to Tedric, who merely whimpered in response. 

    Lucian was trotting Cotinus behind the line of crossbowmen, and I guessed he had retreated after accidentally trampling one of his own men. 

    “Slow him down!” the Loser Lord barked and pointed his sword at me. “Fill him with bolts!” 

    The crossbowmen couldn’t ignore a direct order from their commanding officer, so even though there were plenty of men between them and me, they pulled their triggers. 

    “Oh, come on,” I grumbled. 

    Tedric wasn’t even trying to struggle from my grip which made it easier to jerk him around and out of the way of the bolts. I shifted and brought my shield up to cover us both, and from the way the older man looked at me, he must have thought I was saving his life and that I was going to let him free. 

    “Oh, you sweet summer child,” I quoted from Game of Thrones as I swatted one of the last bolts away with my shield. “I had to keep you alive because of your brother over there.” 

    I pointed with my shield at the young man holding the quivering spear as if Tedric didn’t know which man was his brother. 

    “When I kill you, your brother will come rushing to avenge you, and the entire second group will fall like dominoes,” I explained to him. 

    “Y-You don’t have to do this,” he whimpered. 

    “I do, though,” I growled. “And I’m not sorry at all.” 

    I released my grip on his armor, and as he begged for his life, I thrust my sword through the back of his throat. He was wearing one of those helmets that protected the front of the neck, so when my sword went all the way through, the tip scraped against the metal with a “nails on a chalkboard” kind of sound. 

    It was a beautiful symphony.  

    “You bastard!” Terric roared as he broke formation and sprinted toward me. 

    “Get back here, Terric!” Sir Reynald shouted after him. 

    “Can’t you at least give me a second to wipe your brother’s blood off my sword?” I complained as I withdrew the sword from Tedric’s throat and flicked it to get some of the blood off. “But if you insist on making this quick, I won’t argue.” 

    The young man thrust wildly several times, and I just stood there and parried the attacks with minimal effort. 

    “I’ll kill you for this!” he bellowed and thrust at me again. 

    “You’re not the first person to say that to me today,” I replied as I shifted sideways to dodge, and then I smashed my shield down on the shaft before he could pull it back again. 

    The wood splintered with a loud crack, and Terric promptly dropped it and came at me with fists flying. I had to admire the depth of love for his brother, but I had no time to deal with a grieving soldier. 

    I dodged his first attack and then smashed my shield against his face. The crunch of bone against wood was followed by a groan, and his body collapsed right next to his brother’s. 

    “Oh, look at that!”I exclaimed when I looked at the front of the shield. “I knocked out a few teeth this time!” 

    I put the young man out of his misery with a sword thrust through the face. Blood pooled around the two brothers and turned the ground a deep burgundy. 

    “Form back up!” Sir Reynald barked at the men of his wedge. 

    “Why can’t you idiots kill him?” Lucian screamed. “I want his head!” 

    “Guys, those are obvious orders,” I informed them. “You should say something like, ‘Galeren, Gifford, shift back so there are two of you on each side.’” 

    The two men I named halted in their advance for a moment and even looked back at Sir Reynald as if they thought they should follow my orders instead. Sir Reynald gave just the slightest shake of his head and pressed forward. 

    “You really should have listened to me,” I sighed as I flicked my sword again to clean off some of Terric’s blood. 

    The swordsmen had broken into two groups and were fanning themselves out around the remaining wedges of spearmen. I knew they were going to surround us and try to force us even closer together, but I ignored them for now. They would get their turn in a minute, but the second set of spearmen needed to be dealt with first. 

    I waited until I could see the lead man’s eyes glistening behind his helmet before I lunged forward. I swung with my sword to the left, and when he lifted his spear to parry, I pulled back and spun around to the lone man on my right. 

    This was the left-handed spearman, and his jab had excellent form, but he extended his arm just a little too much. His eyes filled with terror as I ducked down and swung my sword upward through the joint where his arm connected to his body. 

    Blood sprayed everywhere as the limb detached from the spearman’s body, and the spear fell from the nerveless fingers. The man’s screams of agony told me that at least he wasn’t a berserker like the goblins in the mine. 

    I put him out of his misery with a quick slash to the throat which only added to the growing marsh of blood squelching beneath my boots. 

    “Ruuuarrrrggggh!” the powerful Sir Reynald roared as he brought his spear down in an overhead attack that was all too easy to dodge. 

    The remaining three spearmen in his group were a little slow to realize I was standing right beside them. They all started to turn their spears inward, but the guy in the middle of the line got his spearhead caught on the back of the left spearman’s thigh armor. The left guy stumbled and completely lost his footing. He didn’t even get a chance to beg for his life before I brought my sword down through his throat. 

    The wound turned into a bloody fountain perfect for a Halloween decoration. 

    The middle guy was staring in horror at what he had caused, and it was so easy to sidle up to him and thrust my sword through the gap in his helmet. As his body slumped to the ground, the remaining spearman jabbed his sword at me. 

    I ducked down to avoid it, and I thrust my sword through the man’s groin. His goods were protected by a metal cup, but he tried to catch the sharp blade with his thighs and merely dug my sword in deeper. Blood gushed out, and his screams of pain and terror rang through my helmet like the tolling of a bell. 

    Sir Reynald swung his spear down on me again, and I blocked it with my shield. He was always the most annoying of the army since he was built like a fucking sumo-wrestler. I wouldn’t have been surprised if he had come at me with a section of a tree trunk as his weapon instead of a spear. 

    But I hadn’t spent all those attempts twiddling my thumbs. I knew his every move, and dodging his attacks was a matter of ‘when,’ not ‘if.’ I let him get super close a few times just for the hell of it, and I saw the glimmer in his eyes when he thought he had me beat. 

    That glimmer faded pretty quickly when he started choking on his own blood from a slash to the throat. 

    “Kill him!” Lucian screamed. “What is wrong with you idiots? He’s just one man! I want him dead, and I want him dead now!” 

    “Patience, my lord, patience,” I said in a calming tone. “There are still forty-two men left in your army. Do you have so little confidence that they can defeat me?” 

    “I am going to cut out your tongue so you may never speak again!” he barked as he urged Cotinus closer to me. 

    “I thought the point was to kill me, not maim me?” I questioned him. “And if I had to choose, I would definitely take death over having my tongue cut out. There are so many wonderful things I still need to use that tongue for, and I won’t have you ruining fun times with my new wife!” 

    “Line up!” Lucian shouted to the crossbowmen at the rear. “Form up and fill him with holes!” 

    The swordsmen were finally in position and had formed a wide circle around me, Lucian, and the remaining spearmen. They started to close the gaps, and each man had his sword and shield at the ready. 

    It was so cute that they thought they had me beat. 

    The poor green spearmen were quivering where they stood, and it looked like Sir Saerus was going to burst an artery trying to keep them from turning tail and fleeing for their lives. 

    “Form up, damnit!” the ranking spearman barked. “We will attack as a unit, and he will go down like a squealing pig!” 

    “That wasn’t a very nice thing to say,” I scolded Sir Saerus. “I’m more likely to go down laughing than squealing, and certainly not like a pig.” 

    Sir Saerus made some kind of scathing remark, but it was drowned out when I whirled around and leaped on Lucian in Cotinus’ saddle. 

    “Wha--Arrrrggggh!” the man choked as I yanked him to the ground. 

    And like I had done so many times before, I leaped into the saddle of my new warhorse and urged him into a rear. 

    “There’s my big brave boy,” I cooed at the warhorse as I patted his armored neck. “Did you miss me? I missed you.” 

    The horse responded to my commands like he remembered every attempt we had been through to reach this point. He turned and tore through the converging circle of swordsmen. The one on the left jumped out of the way, and I slashed my sword at the one on the right as we raced past. He managed to dodge, but at least we weren’t surrounded on all sides. 

    “Do not harm my horse!” Lucian shrieked from within the circle of swords. “I want that man off of Cotinus! Sir Saerus, see to it!” 

    “He is so bossy, isn’t he?” I asked Cotinus as I urged him toward the crossbowmen. 

    Since they had just been commanded not to harm the magnificent horse, the crossbowmen were just standing there like bowling pins just waiting to be knocked down. The three in the front were too slow to avoid being knocked over by Cotinus, and the metal crunching beneath his massive hooves filled the air like cannon-fire. 

    “Form up, men!” Sir Owin, leader of the swordsmen, bellowed over the sound of the dying men in my wake. 

    I brought Cotinus down to a trot and was nearly unseated when he bucked at a crossbowman that got a little too close to the horse’s rear end. One of his hooves crushed the man’s breastplate in, and I could hear him gasping for breath when he landed several feet away. 

    “Oooh, that’s gotta hurt,” I laughed. 

    The remaining crossbowmen dropped their crossbows in favor of swords and were closing in on Cotinus and me. 

    “Get him off my horse!” Lucian screamed from somewhere behind me. “Get! Him! Off! My! Horrrsssseeeee!” 

    One of the men approached me on the left so I drove the point of my shield down on his exposed neck. Blood splurted out when I dropped the shield, and as it clattered to the ground, I opened the wound up even more by driving my sword down with my full body weight. The man’s body slid right off my blade with a sickening squelching noise, and Cotinus sidestepped to keep the bloody mess from falling on him. 

    I finally had a good vantage point of the battle, and I allowed myself a few seconds to glance around. The sun had made it over the tree line and was shimmering down on the massacre as though it totally approved of the bloodshed. Lucian and Sir Owin had split the swordsmen into two groups, and they were spreading out to try to hem me in again. 

    “Look Cotinus,” I muttered to the horse. “They’re all so full of hope and happiness right now. Isn’t that so nice?” 

    The horse’s ears pinned back and pranced a bit as one of the crossbowmen grabbed my left leg. 

    “Oh, there you are,” I said to the man as if I had been expecting him because obviously I had. “Ready to dance?” 

    I pulled on the right side of the reins and urged Cotinus to spin around. The man was able to hold on for a bit, but as the red horse picked up speed, he started to stumble. At one point his feet even left the ground for a moment, and it only took half a spin for him to lose his grip and go flying off. 

    Right into one of his crossbow companions. 

    The two went down in a screech of metal against metal, and I quickly urged Cotinus toward them. The horse pulled out of his spin like a champ, and when we reached the fallen pair, I pulled him into a rear. 

    “Aaaaaaahhhhhh!” the two men screamed as a pair of heavy hooves came down on them. 

    “I’m gonna have to give you a good washing,” I said to the horse as I looked down over Cotinus’ side and saw that his reddish legs were splattered with blood. “You deserve a good pampering after this nonsense. Maybe some apples or carrots?” 

    Cotinus snorted a grateful sound that I assumed was a “yes.” 

    The remaining five crossbowmen took several steps away from Cotinus and looked very wary about trying to unseat me again. 

    “Looks like I’m gonna have to do this the old-fashioned way, my friend,” I said to Cotinus as I removed my feet from the stirrups. “Don’t wander too far, though, because I don’t want your former master trying to tear us apart again.” 

    I leaped down from the horse’s back and faced the remaining crossbowmen with a grin. I wondered if I looked like some kind of God of Death coming to take their souls or something. 

    “I suppose God of Time, God of Sex, God of Death, and God of Winning works,” I assured myself as I approached the five men. “I can have all the titles.” 

    Now that I was on the ground, the five crossbowmen got over their fear and surged forward as a group. Their battle cries were soon joined with the clashing of metal as I parried two attacks in rapid succession. Another came from behind, but I knew it was coming, and when I spun around, I grabbed the blade with my armored hand and yanked it from the man before turning the sword on its master. 

    His screams of pain faded into gurgling as he choked on his former weapon. Blood stained the tip of the blade, and when the man’s body hit the ground, blood oozed from his mouth and soaked into the ground. 

    “This is more like it,” I said as I spun my two blades around. “I like the shield, but dual-wielding is the best way to go, don’t you agree?” 

    I don’t think the remaining crossbowmen agreed with me, but they couldn’t withstand my flurry of attacks for very long. 

    One poured blood out of his face as he fell to the ground, and another got to be a one-armed crossbowman for about thirty seconds before I shoved my sword through his neck. The last two tried to run away, and I guessed that they must be a pair of newer recruits. It was almost a shame to cut them down from behind, but I couldn’t let them run crying back to their liege lord, now could I? 

    I tapped the blade of my feather sword and saw that its durability had dropped into the ‘teens, so I dropped it and grabbed a fresh blade from one of the fallen crossbowmen. I didn’t get a chance to check the stats as I noticed Lucian was heading for Cotinus. 

    He was probably expecting the horse to just stand there so that he could mount him again, but I had learned a cool trick while training the magnificent animal. 

    I pursed my lips and let out a piercing whistle. Cotinus’ ears perked up, and his head swung around to me. He trotted away from a very stunned Lucian, and he nudged me on the shoulder when he reached my side. 

    “How did you--That’s impossible!” Lucian sputtered. 

    “You taught me that trick, I’ll have you know,” I said to the man as I nudged Cotinus away from me. “He’s such an obedient warhorse.” 

    Lucian let out a scream of pure rage, and I ignored him in favor of the remaining soldiers at my back. 

    The swordsmen were forming back up under Sir Owin’s leadership, and the spearmen led by Sir Saerus had come within striking range. The green boys on either side of their commander quivered when I turned to face them. 

    “Guess I should take them out first, huh?” I asked Cotinus. 

    I leaped forward and easily dodged Sir Saerus’ jab. The green boy on his left followed up with his own attack as the leader was pulling away, but when I dropped my left sword and grabbed the shaft of his spear, he let go of it immediately. He took several quick steps backward to get away from me and fell to the ground with a whimper. 

    “Get back on your feet, Asher!” Sir Saerus spat at the poor kid. 

    “You could at least say please,” I scolded the man as I smacked him upside the head with my new spear. “Honey gets more flies than vinegar, you know.” 

    Sir Saerus glared at me and jabbed his spear at me again. I darted away from him and swung my spear in a low sweep at the green boys on the right side of the wedge. 

    One managed to leap over the attack, but the other two were too slow and dropped to the ground like a pair of rocks. The one that dodged the sweep tried to help his friends up and didn’t even notice the spear that suddenly sliced through the side of his neck. 

    “Aaaaaaahhhh!” the two downed boys screamed as blood rained down on them from their dead friend like a summer sun shower. 

    I silenced them with a quick thrust of my sword, and I grabbed my spear again from the growing pools of blood. 

    “Surround him!” Lucian commanded the swordsmen. He was still trying to mount Cotinus, but the big warhorse kept stepping away from him. “This is impossible! He is one man! Take him down already, you idiots!” 

    Sir Owin’s head jerked slightly, and I had to wonder if he was getting annoyed by Lucian’s back-and-forth commands. One minute he was leading a group of swordsmen and the next he was more interested in getting back on his horse. Any decent commander knew better than to change tactics without good cause. 

    Sir Saerus thrust his spear at me again, and since I no longer had my shield, I had to rely on my sword to break the shaft. It had taken me several attempts to make sure I struck the same spot each time I blocked his swings with my sword. The effort paid off after eight blocks, and the spearhead spun through the air as the shaft splintered. 

    I dropped my spear and replicated the spearhead kill from earlier. The point buried deep into Sir Saerus’ face, and I had to yank my head back as blood and brain matter came splurting out of what was left of the man’s nose like a firehose. I waited until his leg stopped twitching before I leaped to my feet and pounced on poor Asher who was still on the ground. 

    “Aaaaahhhh!” the boy screamed as I plunged my sword through his inner thigh. He lost consciousness as blood poured from the wound by the pint. 

    The final spearman was practically pissing himself, and he gave a very pitiful display of trying to stab me with his spear. I quickly ran him through with my spear, and the blood seeping into the ground around the last group of spearmen made it look like this one spot on the battlefield had been hit with rain. 

    “Only twenty-four of you left,” I sang to the swordsmen formed up in front of me. Then I whistled to Cotinus and leaped into the saddle when he reached my side. “Let’s finish this quickly, shall we?” 

    I urged Cotinus into a gallop and raced for the formation of swordsmen. 

    To their credit, they didn’t immediately break apart as Cotinus bored down on them. Their swords were essentially useless in stopping him, and since Lucian had already commanded them not to hurt the horse, they couldn’t slice his legs and bring him to the ground as I had so many attempts ago. 

    I was riding a living battering ram and there wasn’t anything the swordsmen could do to bring him to a halt. 

    The first man in the formation leaped aside as Cotinus reached him, but the men inside the cluster didn’t have as much room to move around. The horse knocked them to the ground and trampled several in that first sweep. Bone and metal crunched beneath his hooves, and there was a distinguishable streak of blood left behind as I pulled Cotinus around. 

    “One more time!” I called to my warhorse as I urged him after a group of three men. 

    The formation was completely broken. More than eight men were dead or dying from our first sweep, and although Sir Owin was trying to get them to form up again, it was clear that more than half were ready to desert and run all the way back home. 

    “Kill Cotinus if you must!” Lucian finally relented as he pointed his sword at me. “I would rather he die than remain in the hands of this monster!” 

    “Wow, some owner you are!” I shouted at Lucian as I urged Cotinus into a faster gallop. 

    We ran down the three men trying to flee, and I brought Cotinus in a wide turn to the left. Then I dismounted in the tall grass several yards from the back of the army and gave the horse a pat on his armored shoulder. 

    “Take a break, bud,” I said to him. “I’ll handle the rest.” 

    I raced toward the bodies of the crossbowman and easily located my shield. I didn’t even slow my pace as I kicked it up into my hand, and then I leaped over several bodies as I made my way to the final dozen swordsmen intent on killing me. 

    They were back in a proper formation with Sir Owin at the head and Lucian probably hiding somewhere in the back. They came roaring at me like a pack of wild dogs, and I couldn’t help the grin that spread across my face. 

    “I really am the God of Death,” I laughed as the line converged. 

    I met Sir Owin’s attack with my shield and shoved my sword into the face of the man to my right. Blood droplets soared through the air as I whirled it around and sliced at a man trying to get behind me. He dodged away from me so I turned my attention back to Sir Owin and shoved him back with my shield. 

    He met my attack with his own shield, and the low thud drummed through the air like a single heartbeat. He thrust his sword at the same time as a man on the left swung downward. 

    I watched as Sir Owin’s wrist fell to the ground in a spray of blood. 

    “You didn’t train that guy very well,” I pointed out as I parried a man on my right. 

    His shriek of pain easily drowned out the sound of metal on metal as I parried and blocked several blows from each side. 

    “Oh, will you shut up?” I complained to the man. I brought my sword down on his shield and then swept his legs out from underneath him. “It’s very unsporting to shriek in pain when the whole thing was just an accident!” 

    Sir Owin knocked two men down as he fell, and I quickly thrust my sword up under Sir Owin’s exposed armpit. A sword was thrust at me from the right, but I was expecting it and was able to lean back at the last second. 

    My breath fogged up the steel as it darted past my nose. 

    I lifted my shield to deflect an attack on my left, and I thrust my sword into the groin of one of the fallen swordsmen. While he squealed in pain, I slashed the other downed man’s throat before rolling backward to avoid an overhead blow coming down on my right. 

    “That leaves us with eight swordsmen and whiny boy Lucian,” I said to myself as I rolled to my feet. “Eeny, meeny, miny, you!” 

    The man on the right barely had time to lift his shield before I was on him, and we went down in a clatter of metal-covered limbs. His sword fell out of his hand when we hit the ground, and I was able to keep his shield-arm down with my foot as I plunged my sword up through his armpit. 

    “Seven,” I said as I selected my next target. 

    The man let out a squeal and dropped both his sword and shield as I lunged for him. He attempted to keep me at bay by chucking his helmet at me, but that just gave me better access to his throat, and his blood sprayed across the trampled grass as his body crumpled to the ground. 

    “Six,” I counted down. 

    The next swordsman came in swinging as if he didn’t want to be known as just a number. I deflected his attack with my shield and knocked him backward with a shove. I followed him and rammed him several times until he finally lost his footing. 

    “No, please, no!” he begged as I brought my sword down. 

    The pool of blood splashing against my boots got even deeper. 

    Swordsmen five and four went down when they both turned and tried to run and slammed into one another. They both fell face down, and all I had to do was plunged my sword into the back of their necks like poor Tedric. 

    Swordsman three had dropped his shield to pick up another sword, but he clearly wasn’t as skilled as a dual-wielder as I was. His left-handed swings had very little weight behind them, and when I parried the second slash aimed at me, the sword went flying out of his grip. 

    “That was just sad,” I said to him before slicing my sword across his face. 

    The smile permanently etched on his lips spilled blood and brains all over the already soaked ground. 

    “The buzzards are gonna feast tonight,” I said cheerfully as I turned on the final two swordsmen. “Just think. You could be fed to a bunch of hatchlings in just a few hour’s time!” 

    They obviously didn’t like the idea of being turned into vulture-baby-food, but it wasn’t like I was giving them much of a choice. 

    They didn’t give me a choice. The fuckers should have just gone home after I killed Lucien. 

    They both tried defending themselves in vain and after only a few exchanges, their bleeding bodies joined the pile at my feet. 

    Fifty-four soldiers laid strewn about the field, and the one who mattered the most was standing in the middle with his sword and shield hanging limply at his sides. 

    “Th-This can’t be real,” Lucian stammered out as I approached him. “H-How is this possible?” 

    “Haven’t you been paying any attention?” I asked as I strolled closer. “I am the God of Time. I can do anything.” 

    “B-But that’s--You can’t be a god!” he sputtered. “Only charlatans claim to be gods!” 

    “Then explain this to me,” I said as I gestured at the carnage all around. “How was I able to kill every last one of your men all on my own?” 

    “I-I-I-I-I...I don’t know!” The whites of Lucian’s eyes were visible even through the grating of his helmet. “Th-This can’t be real! It must be magic!” 

    “I haven’t learned how to use magic yet,” I sighed. “And don’t you think I would have destroyed you sooner if I did?” 

    Lucian began to laugh like a deranged man. His eyes scanned the blood-soaked field around us as if it was all just a terrible nightmare. 

    “I’m gonna end this now,” I said to Lucian as I took another step forward. 

    “N-No!” he cried. His sword and shield clattered to the ground as he dropped to his knees. He tore off his helmet, threw it aside, and held his hands up in surrender. “I surrender! You must spare me! I will give you anything you want!” 

    “And why would I do something like that?” I questioned him as I brought my sword up. 

    “My father is very wealthy!” he announced as if it was news to me. “If you let me live, I will take you to my father and tell him what you have accomplished here.” 

    “And you don’t think he’d be a little pissed off that I killed fifty-four of his good men?” I asked. 

    “Well, he might,” Lucian admitted. “But I will make him understand your power, O Great One.” 

    The duke’s third son bowed his head so low that the grate of his helmet was resting in a pool of blood. 

    “I can make you the richest man in the entire world,” he assured me. “All you have to do is put your sword down.” 

    It was hard to believe that this sorry excuse for a human once had me dragged from my wedding and hanged me in front of the entire town. That Lucian was filled with confidence and anger while the one before me now was just desperate and cowardly. 

    I could never see myself begging for my life the way this man was, and any respect I might have had for him during our fight fizzled away like mist in the sunlight. 

    “I don’t need anyone to make me rich, Lucian,” I said, and the man lifted his head to look me in the eyes. “If I want to be rich, then I shall be rich. I am a god, and you are of no use to me.” 

    Lucian lifted his hand to try to block my attack, but I merely swatted the hand away with my shield and swung my sword. Blood sprayed everywhere as his head slid from his shoulders. 

    The Duke of Bullard only had two sons left now. 

    Then I made a save point, because I sure as hell didn’t want to do all of that over again.




 

    [image: ] 

    Chapter 16 

    Cheering from the town split the air and caused several birds to shriek in alarm and burst from the trees. The sight of the flock over the battlefield reminded me that the crows and vultures would soon pick the bodies clean of their flesh. 

    Maybe I could convince Elrin to bury each man in his own grave. They may have been trying to kill me and destroy the town, but they were only following the orders of a prideful man-child. Most of them had fought bravely, and many of them had killed me at least once during my million attempts at the battle. They deserved to be honored in some way. 

    “Ahhh, the sweet smell of victory,” I sighed as I inhaled the blood in the air, and then I made my way over to the Loser Lord’s discarded shield, picked it up, and focused on it to reveal the stats. 

    Durability – 63% 

    Weight – 7lbs 

    Quality – High 

    Magical Aspect – Minor Magic Deflection 

    Magical Ability – None 

    “Ooooh!” I didn’t need an explanation of the magical aspect for this shield. “No more acid melting bullshit for me!” 

    I gripped the shield in my left hand and ducked behind it. The whole thing could easily cover my front from any threats, and if I had Mahini fighting with me, I could probably keep her protected as well. 

    It was a pity that I had killed all the shaman goblins in the mine. I wanted to test out the magic deflection to see how it worked. 

    The shield would make a fine addition to my defense once I figured out how to remove the family crest on its face, and I set it aside to peek at Lucian’s sword. 

    Durability – 87% 

    Weight – 4.8lbs 

    Quality – Excellent 

    Magical Aspect – None 

    Magical Ability – None 

    The sword was much heavier than my feather sword, for obvious reasons, but its quality was superior, and I had to imagine the durability could be returned to one-hundred-percent. I couldn’t bring myself to replace the feather blade entirely, but having a back up sword wasn’t such a terrible idea. I put it aside and reminded myself to have Jax take a look at it. 

    As I turned to inspect the armor still covering Lucian’s headless body, I kicked the helmet he had tossed aside earlier. I picked it up and tapped on it just to see how it stood up against the helmet I already wore. 

    Durability – 81% 

    Weight – 3.6lbs 

    Quality – Excellent 

    Magical Aspect – None 

    Armor Tier – 5 

    I should have known the quality would be excellent, especially since the wings on the side made it look like something the Greek Gods would have worn. The armor tier was the highest I had seen yet, and I still hadn’t figured out what that number meant. I assumed it was linked to durability and quality, but all I could do was guess at this point. 

    “What else do we have to work with,” I muttered to myself as I approached the fallen lord. 

    The majority of his armor was almost identical to my own except that his had taken durability hits whereas mine was still almost perfect. The few blows I had let hit me took only a small percentage from the overall durability. Nothing a quick fix wouldn’t put right. 

    Even if the armor wasn’t good enough for me, I knew that one of the men in town would benefit from a fine set. I had a feeling Jax might decide to just smelt the whole thing down and reforge it just so nobody wore armor made by another man, but at least that would get rid of the Bullard family crest, and nobody would ever know that it had once belonged to a Loser Lord. 

    The gauntlets, however, were better than mine, and I wasted no time in removing them from Lucian’s corpse. 

    Durability – 92% 

    Weight – 5.2lbs 

    Quality – Excellent 

    Magical Aspect – Iron Fist 

    Armor Tier – 5 

    I immediately yanked my own gauntlets off and shoved my hands into the new ones. They were heavier, but when I curled my fingers into fists, I felt like I could punch through a wall. Since I didn’t have one nearby to test that theory, I turned and punched my new kite shield as hard as I could. 

    The metal let out a low thud and crumbled around my fist like it was made of aluminum foil. 

    “Holy shit, this is awesome!” I grinned, but it faltered as I tried to lift my hands again. It was like they were encased in cement. “What the hell?” 

    No matter how much I strained, my gloved hands weren’t lifting from the mangled shield. Only after I removed my hands was I able to pick the gauntlets up. I tapped them to bring the stats up again, and the Iron Fist aspect was a little faded. 

    “Must be a one-time thing,” I muttered. “Or maybe there’s some kind of cooldown.” 

    It would have been so much more badass if I could just punch people in the face and Hulk-smash them. But then again, that wouldn’t have been as much fun. Less taunting and mocking them for their pitiful skills and just more face punching. 

    Still, an ability that gives me superhuman punching strength would come in handy in a tight spot, even if there was a cooldown for it. 

    I picked up the mangled shield, tapped it once more, and saw its durability had dropped to thirty-two percent. It looked like it was pretty much useless now, and I wasn’t sure how difficult it would be to fix a damaged shield, but I had a way to cheat the system and repair it instantly. 

    Chime. 

    I collected my new weapons and took a deep breath of the cool morning air. The sky was bright blue without a cloud in sight, and the sun shone brightly down on the grisly scene of destruction. 

    A day that began like this was bound to continue being just as amazing. 

    Cotinus was grazing off in the distance, and I noticed him when he shifted and the armor he wore glinted in the sunlight. His tail flicked now and again to swat at the flies gathering in earnest around the dead bodies, and I was loath to disturb him. How often did a warhorse get to just stand in a field and chill like a normal horse? I could imagine he trained just as hard as his master and was kept under tight control. 

    Well, I was going to give him a much-deserved holiday, and once we cleared up the bodies, I would build him a nice enclosure where he could feast on all the grass around here. 

    I whistled to Cotinus. His head shot up, and he let out a whinny as he came galloping toward me. He had to leap over bodies now and again, but he eventually reached my side, and I patted him when he came to a stop in front of me. 

    “We’re gonna take all this crap off of you and get you a nice hot bath,” I informed the horse as I grabbed the reins and led him to his new home. “It might be a while before a field is sectioned off for you, but I’ll make sure to bring you out to run around every day.” 

    I didn’t know the first thing about taking care of horses, but I knew that the farmer Gerulf would be able to give me some pointers. He might even have a stable that I could keep Cotinus in until I got Elrin to let me build one near my house. 

    “And maybe a few ladies you could flirt with, too,” I added to the horse. 

    The townspeople managed to shift the gate blocking the entrance to the town and were pouring across the land bridge to meet me. Most of them were chanting my title, but a few were shouting over one another and asking questions that I couldn’t distinguish beyond the hum of conversation. Shock and awe were prevalent on every face, but it wasn’t the terrified sort that the swordsmen had shown in the end. 

    These were my people, and they were proud that I was a part of their community. They had nothing to fear so long as I protected them. 

    “You were amazing, Great One!” several people called as I drew nearer. 

    “You’ve saved us again!” a woman shouted. 

    “Sebastian is the greatest in all the land!” Dalwin’s squeaky voice rose above the noise. “Nobody stands a chance against him!” 

    The crowd cheered with agreement, and the sudden swell of noise caused Cotinus to jerk his head up and take several paces back. His nostrils flared, and his eyes were wide with terror. He snorted like a bull about to charge, and he pawed at the ground several times. 

    “Easy, buddy,” I soothed as I patted his muscular neck. “They’re all just really happy, and I’m sure they’ll give you lots of treats for helping me out.” 

    Whether the horse understood my words or my soothing tone, he calmed down after a few moments. He pranced as I led him back toward the crowd, and I wondered if he was nervous or showing off. 

    I chose to believe it was the latter. 

    “This is Cotinus,” I announced to everyone, and nobody thought the name was strange as I had. “He’s my new buddy, and I want everyone to treat him well.” 

    It was clear that the townspeople were much more experienced with horses than I was. A few came forward at a time to greet the animal, and their movements were slow and careful. Cotinus sniffed each person like a dog might, and let nearly everyone touch him so long as they didn’t crowd around him. 

    He let out a deeply contented sigh, and I knew he was happy with the attention. I left him in the excellent care of some townspeople and headed to the gates. 

    “You were incredible out there, Great One,” Will said with a grin as he shook my hand. “First the goblins, and now this. Addington will never face troubles again with you here.” 

    “Don’t let your guard down just because I’m around,” I chuckled. “I expect to see you training with a sword as well as a pick.” 

    “You don’t think a pick could be a powerful weapon, Great One?” Will shot right back with another grin. 

    “If so, I’d best get my hands on one and start my own training,” I said with a grin. 

    We both laughed, and he clapped me on the shoulder as he headed off into the field of my destruction. 

    “Sebastian!” Elissa’s clear voice rang out among the praise raining down on me. 

    I straightened up a bit and spotted her fiery red hair flowing behind her as she rushed through the crowd. The people parted to let her pass, and my young bride threw herself into my waiting arms. 

    “Hello there, darling,” I cooed at her as I wrapped her up in a hug. “I told you there was nothing to worry about.” 

    Instead of an answer, that fiery woman stepped back, hooked her fingers into the top of my breastplate, and yanked me down to her eye level for a heated kiss. She moaned into my mouth as her tongue slid against my own, and her hands cupped my face as my arm slipped around her slim waist. 

    “I knew you could do it,” she breathed as she pulled away, and her green eyes smoldered with passion. “You are the most amazing man I have ever met.” 

    “He certainly is,” Mahini’s melodic voice agreed. The desert woman stood an arm’s length away with a proud smile on her face. “I believe it is my turn to greet our returning hero, Elissa.” 

    The redhead giggled and withdrew from my arms, and Mahini slipped into her place like the last piece of a puzzle finishing the picture. Both of my women fit so well in my arms, and I knew I would do everything in my power to make sure they never left my side. 

    “I was worried about you,” Mahini whispered as she pressed herself against my armored chest. “I knew you could kill them all, of course, but…” 

    She bit her lip and looked down, and I knew the thoughts racing through her mind. 

    “I am invincible, Mahini,” I said as I lifted her chin. I smiled as her eyes wavered, as if holding onto that fear was somehow going to protect me. “You will never lose me.” 

    “Nor will you lose me,” she replied, and then she pulled me down for a long kiss. 

    I loved the subtle difference in taste of the two women. Elissa was like fresh honey from a bouquet of flowers while Mahini was tart cherries at the top of an ice cream sundae. Both made my mind spin with desire, and I loved how accepting they were of the other in my life. Back home women could be so possessive of their men, and if a guy so much as looked at another woman, he’d be sleeping in the doghouse. 

    “I am the luckiest man in the world,” I said as Mahini pulled away again. 

    “I do not think luck has anything to do with it,” Mahini replied. 

    Her eyes danced with some kind of hidden meaning, and before I could ask what it meant, I was being yanked around by a strong hand, and there was only one person with a grip like that. 

    “You are quite the blessin’ on this little town, Great One,” Jax growled as he spun me around. “Oh, sorry, Mahini. Didn’t see ya there.” 

    The desert woman nodded and stepped back to give us room, but I could feel her at my shoulder as intensely as I could feel the sun overhead. 

    “Yer shield could use a cleaning,” the blacksmith pointed out. He slipped the shield off my arm as I held it out to him, and he clicked his tongue. “This is that scrawny lord’s shield! Where is the one I gave you?” 

    “Right over there,” I said as I pointed to the field. “It’s next to the scrawny lord. It’s a little banged up from the fight.” 

    The great blacksmith stared at me for a long moment before he just shook his head and muttered something under his breath that sounded like “My poor shield.” 

    “I’ll clean it up and fix it as good as new, alright?” I promised the man, but he just gave me a pouty look. 

    “It is still so hard to believe that you walk among us, Sebastian,” Elrin said as he approached from the right. “One week ago, I was in a pit of despair and ready to give all of this up.” 

    He fell silent for a moment as several people passed us and offered congratulations. Every hand that gripped mine filled me with a sense of accomplishment I had never felt before, and my cheeks were sore from smiling so much. 

    I made such a huge impact on these people, and I had never felt like more of a god than in that moment. 

    “You have met every threat this town has been faced with head-on,” the town leader continued. His expression was relaxed, and his eyes sparked with all the plans he had for the future of his town. “There has never been another man like you, and I will be spending the rest of my life making up even a fraction of what is owed to you.” 

    “So marrying your daughter was only a small token?” I joked. 

    “You honor me by joining my family,” Elrin laughed. “Even that I must make up for.” 

    “We both got what we wanted there, Elrin,” I said as I clapped him on the shoulder. “You can rest easy knowing your daughter is safe with me, and I got to marry a beautiful, fiery young woman.” 

    “That fire may burn you some day, Great One,” Elrin laughed. 

    “I can hear you two, you know!” Elissa chided from beside Mahini. Her kissable lips were turned down in a frown, but her eyes sparkled with happiness. “You wouldn’t like it if I started spreading gossip about you!” 

    Laughter filled the air and seemed to relieve any of the leftover tension that the battle had packed into the air. 

    It really was over this time. No goblins or kobolds to take care of, no army hovering outside the gates, nobody trying to take Elissa or Mahini away from me. 

    I could finally relax. 

    “I need to get out of this armor,” I said. “It’s hot in here, and it could use a good shine.” 

    “I’ll send it to your shop later,” Mahini said to Jax. “There’s no rush to get everything done now.” 

    “I also need to see to Cotinus,” I mentioned as the desert woman stepped up to my side again. Her leathery scent was distracting, but my new buddy needed my attention, too. “He could use a cleaning. And a better name, but I have to think of a really good one first.” 

    “I’ll bathe him, Great One!” a strapping young lad said as he appeared from the gates. “It would be my pleasure to help you.” 

    He looked to be about fourteen or so, and his tanned arms were almost as big as mine. His smile hadn’t lost its boyish charm yet, and I wagered it would only be a year before he was attracting the ladies like flies to honey. 

    “This is Janus, my apprentice,” Jax interjected, and he frowned at the boy, but I could see the pride in his eyes. “Finally healed up and started bein’ useful yesterday mornin’.” 

    “You were hurt in the raid,” I said. I remembered Mahini telling me about the boy and it explained why I hadn’t seen him around before today. “I’m glad that you’ve recovered.” 

    “I have a stable the horse can be kept in for the time being,” Elrin chimed in. “I will have Dalwin set up a stall for him at once.” 

    “Then I leave him in your capable hands, Janus,” I said to the apprentice. “See to it that he is comfortable.” 

    “Of course, Great One.” Janus bowed deeply before heading over to Cotinus and leading him into town. “He’s lost a shoe on the front, Master Jax.” 

    “All that runnin’ around out there, I’m not surprised,” the blacksmith grumbled. “We’ll give him a good shooein’ after he’s had a rest.” 

    “Let me know when you do it,” I insisted as I realized I could acquire a new skill. “I’ve never seen a horse get shoes before.” 

    “I figured ya might,” Jax replied as he shook his head. “You’ll both get a long rest, and I’ll fix his feet up in the morning, alright?” 

    “Sounds like a plan,” I said with a grin. 

    Jax and his apprentice headed off with Cotinus and my new shield while Elrin bowed to me and headed for the field of bodies. 

    “I should probably help them clean up for once,” I muttered to myself. 

    “Absolutely not!” a gentleman named Gwydion said in an affronted tone. He was passing by us but came to a halt to defend his point. “You have already done so much for us, Great One. It is the least we can do to clean up after you.” 

    “I don’t want you to think I’m lazy, though,” I fretted. 

    “No one thinks that, Great One,” Gwydion laughed. “A lazy man could not have defeated all of those soldiers as easily as you did.” 

    “If you insist, then I accept your generosity,” I said with a bow. “My sword is out there somewhere, so if someone could retrieve it, that would be great. You’ll know right away which one it is-- the one that weighs as light as a feather.” 

    “I will tell the men, Great One,” Gwydion said with a nod. 

    “Oh, and would you tell Elrin that I wish for the men to be buried separately?” I asked as the man started to leave. “They may have served a fool, but they still deserve a proper burial.” 

    Gwydion’s eyes went wide at my request, but he didn’t argue. “Of course, Great One.” 

    “What’s the point of that?” a withering voice scoffed. It was Stryker, the tavern owner, and it didn’t surprise me when he glared at me. “They’re all dead, and nobody will mourn them.” 

    “Sebastian honors them with a burial,” Mahini defended me. “And even cowards are mourned by those who love them.” 

    My heart swelled at the fire in the desert woman’s words. I had been worried my request was a little strange, all things considered, but her approval cleared all of that doubt away. 

    “Let’s get you home, Sebastian,” Mahini purred as she hooked her arm around mine. “We need to get you out of that armor.” 

    I let the woman lead me away, but I couldn’t help looking over my shoulder at Stryker. The darkness in his eyes was troubling, and although I hadn’t seen much of him since my very first day, I just couldn’t shake the feeling that he wasn’t quite as happy that I was staying in town as everyone else. 

    The fact that he stood there and watched as Mahini dragged me out of sight only served to amplify my discomfort. 

    I’d have to take care of him later. One couldn’t be at odds with his bartender. 

    There were few people still within the town walls, and they all stopped to praise my feats on the battlefield. By the time we reached the street leading to our house everything was quiet and nobody interrupted us. 

    “Hey, wait, where’s Elissa?” I asked Mahini when I noticed the redhead was missing. 

    “I asked her to give us a little bit of time alone,” the desert woman responded, and her eyes flashed when they met mine. “Do you wish it were her leading you away?” 

    “No,” I chuckled. “I just didn’t notice her slip away, is all. I’ve been wanting some alone time with you, too.” 

    The response seemed to satisfy the raven-haired woman, and she pulled me into the house as soon as the door was opened. She wasted no time in unfastening the various buckles and straps that held the armor to my body, and she set each piece by the door with care. 

    “There was an old crone who once lived in my hometown,” she began after getting both of my metal sleeves off. “She liked to tell stories of the world she had traveled, and I would always visit her every day to make sure she was well taken care of.” 

    “That was nice of you,” I said when there was a brief pause. I wasn’t sure where this had come from, nor where it was going, but she had my full attention. 

    “A few days before that man showed up, the old crone told me that I would one day meet the mightiest warrior in all the land,” Mahini continued as she slipped the breastplate off. “She said I would be given one chance to be his forever.” 

    “Did you think it was that same asshole guy?” I asked as bile rose in my throat. I still couldn’t get over what he had done to Mahini. 

    “No,” she laughed, “I never thought it was him.” 

    “Then why mention the crone?” I asked. 

    There was a long silence as she started working on the clasps of my thigh armor, and it wasn’t until they were both removed that she lifted her eyes to mine. 

    Those piercing blue eyes were filled with conviction and desire. 

    “I thought it might be you, Sebastian,” she whispered. “I did not want you to fight this battle yourself, but I knew it was the only way I could be certain you were the one.” 

    Her eyes fell again, and she got to work with the buckles on my shins. 

    “When we made the Pledge of the Phoenix, I thought that was the one chance the old crone mentioned.” The metal armor clinked softly as Mahini placed it beside the rest. “But I realized that in the Pledge, I was only truly offering my soul to you, and there is more that I must offer.” 

    Her blue eyes wavered as she looked at me again. I liked what she was saying, but it didn’t sound like it was something she was giving up willingly. It almost sounded more like it was expected of her, and I didn’t want that to hang between us. 

    “What if I am not who you think I am?” I questioned. “What if you offer yourself to me and I am not the mightiest warrior in all the land?” 

    There was no doubt that I was, of course, but I had to hear her answer. 

    “I have only known you a short while, Sebastian, but I have seen you take out a kobold horde, clear out a mine full of goblins, and defeat an army of highly trained soldiers, and almost all of that was on your own.” By now she was finished removing all of my armor, and she stood as straight as one of her arrows and her eyes flashed with a challenge. “Nobody could know the things that you do, about me or anyone else. You are the mightiest warrior. The mightiest man. You are a god walking amongst us, and I cannot go another day knowing that I am not truly yours and you are not truly mine.” 

    “Well, alright, then,” I said. 

    I created a new save point as Mahini pressed herself against me and lifted her lips to mine. The taste of tart cherries filled my mouth as I deepened the kiss, and the desert beauty moaned as she started dragging me down the hall to the bedroom. 

    Passion flooded my veins as we stumbled into the room, and Mahini started to tug at the sweaty underclothes sticking to my body. Her nails were shorter than Elissa’s, but when she dug them gently along my back, I groaned with desire. 

    The kiss was broken as Mahini yanked my shirt over my head, and as soon as the padded thing flopped to the floor, I attached myself to the caramel skin of the desert woman’s neck. She let out a throaty gasp and ran her fingers along my back again, and I growled against her throat and started tugging at the laces that held her leather-and-plate armor closed. 

    “Why are there so many strings?” I complained as my fumbling made the knots worse. 

    “So that enemies can’t strip me naked in battle,” Mahini laughed as she lifted her hands to join mine. 

    I let her dexterous fingers handle all of the annoying strings and went back to work lavishing her neck with gentle nips. As soon as the leather top dropped to the floor, I quickly yanked the undershirt over her head to join the armor pile. I ran my fingers along the taut muscles of her abdomen, and when I stepped back to admire all the rest of her body, Mahini brought her arms up to cover herself up. 

    “There’s no need to be shy, Mahini,” I murmured to her as I gently grasped her wrists. “I want to admire that desert goddess body of yours.” 

    Mahini took a deep breath before letting me pull her arms away from her body. Her eyes slid shut, and she turned her head as I gazed at the beauty I had just revealed. 

    Every inch of caramel skin was hiding sleek muscle, and there wasn’t a single tan line in sight. Her breasts were the perfect size, and the light brown nipples were already hard and waiting for me. There was still so much hidden from me beneath the leather pants she wore, but I was happy to take my time and enjoy what laid before me. 

    I had been waiting for this since the moment Mahini stepped out onto the field to face the kobolds. I loved her from the moment she gave her life to defend me and the town, and I intended to enjoy every last second with this amazing woman. 

    I released her wrists and ran my hands along the desert woman’s sides. Her hands were tough from years of swordplay, but the skin on her body was soft and supple, and Mahini shuddered as my fingers traced faint circles on her lower ribs. 

    “That feels so good,” she moaned. 

    “It’s about to feel so much better,” I promised. 

    I gently cupped both of her breasts and brought my mouth to hers as she let out a gasp. Then I slid my tongue against hers and moved it in time with my fingers tracing around her nipples. The desert woman shuddered in my arms, and her fingers gripped my biceps as though I was the only thing keeping her from becoming a puddle at my feet. 

    “Let’s take this to the bed,” I murmured to her as I gently pushed her backward. 

    “Yes, Sebastian,” she breathed as she obeyed me. 

    She didn’t break away from my caress until the last possible second, and as soon as she was settled onto the bed, she locked her eyes with mine, and then she shimmied out of her leather pants. Her cheeks and chest flushed as she removed her boots, and when she laid naked before me, she swallowed hard but didn’t break our eye contact. 

    I made a new save point so I could enjoy this moment forever. 

    “You are beautiful,” I breathed as I dragged my eyes along her body. “Every inch of you. Gorgeous.” 

    “Even the scars?” she asked as her fingers brushed across her left thigh. 

    “Didn’t even notice,” I admitted. “They are part of you, and you are beautiful. I love every part of you.” 

    Mahini was even more of a goddess than I had ever imagined. Her legs were long and slender, but the toned muscles of her thighs and calves told me she could run circles around me in a race. The scars she was worried about were four thin slices on the outer part of her thigh, probably from an incident with a beast faced with the Golden Swords. The skin was a shade lighter than the rest of her, but it didn’t detract from her beauty in the slightest. 

    “Proof that my warrior woman is just as much of a badass as I am,” I murmured as I traced my fingers over the marks. 

    Her eyes sparkled as I unbuckled my belt and pants. Then I kicked off my boots, kicked off my socks, and climbed into the bed on top of Mahini. 

    She ran her fingers along my chest as I hovered above her, and her pupils dilated with desire. 

    “I am yours, Sebastian,” she murmured. 

    “And I am yours,” I pledged as I brought my lips to hers. 

    Her hands wound through my hair and caressed my back as we kissed, and when I pulled away to suckle on her neck, Mahini let out a sigh of deep contentment. Her breathing hitched as I traced a line down her throat and collarbone to the swell of her right breast. 

    “Oh, please,” she begged as her fingers tangled into my hair. 

    I placed light kisses on her flesh, and when I reached the nipple again, I flicked it with my tongue. She let out the most adorable squeak that turned into a throaty moan of pleasure as I took the nipple into my mouth. Her back arched beneath me, and her fingers pulled me as close as possible. 

    “Yessss,” she hissed out. 

    I gave attention to her other breast with my hand, and my fingers mimicked the swirling of my tongue over the hard nipple. She whimpered when I removed my mouth, and she sighed in pleasure when I brought it back to her left nipple. 

    I lavished her breasts with my mouth until she was squirming beneath me, and then I began to trail kisses along her firm abdomen. When I reached her belly button, she tensed beneath me. 

    “What are you--” she began to ask, and her eyes were filled with desire and wonder. 

    “I’m going to pleasure you with my tongue and lips, Mahini,” I informed her as I brought my right hand to rest on her thigh. “Just relax. You will enjoy this, I promise.” 

    Her trust in me shone in her eyes, and she obediently opened her legs as I wedged myself between her thighs. 

    I focused on the downy curls at the junction of her legs, but I could feel her gaze burning into me from above as she watched my every move. My fingers caressed her outer thigh before carefully shifting inward. As she took a shuddering breath, I leaned down and placed a gentle kiss on the soft curls protecting her womanhood. 

    Her legs widened further, and I got my first peek of the pink lips that had never been touched before by another man. 

    Mahini shuddered as I ran my tongue along her slit, and she let out a gasp as I focused my attention on the little nub above her entrance. 

    “Oh my--” she moaned. 

    “See? It feels good, doesn’t it?” I smiled against her skin and dragged my fingers to join my tongue, and when I slipped one finger inside her, Mahini let out a long moan. 

    “Oh yes,” she gasped. 

    I slowly curled my finger as I thrust into her, and within moments, she was meeting my every movement with her rocking hips. A second finger joined, and she was writhing on the bed beneath me. 

    “Sebastian,” she moaned as I licked her clit. “This feels so...I can’t...” 

    “Yes, you can,” I murmured encouragingly. “Almost there.” 

    Mahini rocked in time to my fingers, and when I suckled on her nub again, she growled and dug her fingers into my hair. She pulled me closer, her breathing grew more ragged, and her orgasm washed over her like a wave. She shuddered beneath me as she rode the high and flopped limp when it was all over. 

    I gave her a long kiss as I removed my fingers from inside her, and she sighed against my mouth. 

    “That was amazing, Sebastian,” she breathed. 

    “It only gets better,” I promised as I licked her sweet juices from my fingers. 

    It took only a few moments for her to get her breath back, and by then I was suffering from some serious aching in my groin. My erection was pressing insistently against Mahini’s thigh, and it was all I could do to keep from driving it home. 

    “I am not afraid,” Mahini insisted as she rubbed her thigh against my erection. She clearly knew what she was doing to me because she grinned like a cat. “I want this, Sebastian.” 

    I didn’t need to be told twice. 

    I brought my lips down onto hers once more, and she slid her tongue against mine as I shifted into a better position. Her fingers tangled into my hair, and when I pressed against her entrance, she took a sharp breath in through her nose. She didn’t push me away and the quiver that rippled down her body was one of anticipation. 

    “I am ready,” she assured me. 

    I rolled my hips against hers and felt her inner muscles clench against me in the tightest grip I had ever experienced. The desert woman let out a little whimper of pain, but it quickly turned into a deep moan as I rolled my hips a few more times. 

    “Oh, yes,” she breathed as she met my thrusts with her hips. 

    It didn’t take long for me to reach that wonderful cliff, and I growled against Mahini’s throat as I teetered on the edge. I wanted her to fall with me, and when I found a sensitive spot just beneath her left ear, I felt her grip on me tighten further.  

    “Climax with me,” I growled. “I’m going to fill you up with my cum.” 

    “Pleassseeee,” she gasped as her entire body tensed around my cock. 

    We both soared over the edge at the same time, and I released my seed deep inside her. 

    My arms lost all feeling, and I slumped down on top of my amazing desert goddess. 

    “No, don’t move,” Mahini said when I tried to shift. She held me tight in her arms and nuzzled the top of my head. “I want to enjoy this moment for as long as possible.” 

    My brain was fuzzy, and I probably dozed off while I recovered from our love-making. Mahini didn’t protest or shove me away, and I was aware of her gently running her fingers through my hair. 

    “That was incredible,” I mumbled against her skin. 

    “Yes, it was,” she agreed. 

    A long silence hung around us as my brain regained command of all the blood in my body. Mahini seemed happy to just lie there without saying a word. 

    “Mahini, what is marriage like in your culture?” I asked after a few minutes. 

    “There are no grand ceremonies like what you and Elissa had,” she answered, “but our elders sometimes join two people if they wish to remain together forever.” 

    “Sort of like our Pledge?” I questioned. 

    “Even that is more formal than the joining of my people,” she replied. “A man and woman are tied together by their children more than a ceremony or a ritual.” 

    “So for you and I to be properly married...” 

    “We are already married, Sebastian,” Mahini assured me. “Our love-making just now binds us together, body and soul, forever. Our Pledge was only the beginning.” 

    “And you don’t mind that I’m also married to Elissa?” I asked as I lifted my head to look at her. 

    “Of course not.” The desert goddess shook her head. “Is it so strange that we might share you between us?” 

    “Where I’m from, yes,” I told her. “I couldn’t give you up to make Elissa happy, and I don’t want to give her up for you.” 

    “You do not have to,” the raven-haired beauty promised as she pulled me in for a kiss. “You may have all that you want and more.” 

    Chime. 

    “You are beautiful, Mahini,” I breathed as I relished in her naked form yet again. 

    “Even the scars?” she asked as her fingers brushed across her left thigh. 

    “Even the scars,” I replied as I leaned down and traced them gently with my tongue. 

    Her deep moan seemed to vibrate through my chest and caused my cock to twitch with excitement. 

    I quickly undressed and climbed onto the bed with my intoxicating warrior woman. I just hovered above her and stared, and her breathing seemed to pick up with every second of silence. 

    “Wh-What are you--” she stammered. 

    “Building the anticipation,” I said with a grin. “I like the way your glittering blue-eyes light up with excitement over what we’re about to do.” 

    The caramel skin from her cheeks to her chest darkened with her blush, and her piercing blue eyes shot away from me. 

    “How is it that you are so fierce on the battlefield and yet so shy in the bedroom?” I teased as I caressed her cheek. “If you were to turn that ferocity on me, I wouldn’t stand a chance.” 

    “I wouldn’t know what to do…” Mahini admitted as she flicked her gaze back to me. 

    “Then I’ll just have to teach you,” I murmured before pressing my lips to hers. 

    Mahini was a fast and eager learner. Her interest in her own pleasure was almost as insatiable as her interest in mine. 

    “How do you… do that?” she gasped as I curled my fingers inside her to reach that special spot that made her twitch. 

    “Every woman has a sensitive spot inside her,” I murmured as I gently nipped her neck. “You just have to find it.” 

    She shifted beneath me until my fingers pressed against that spot even more, and her eyes rolled into the back of her head. Her questions stopped at that point because she could no longer breathe properly. 

    Chime. 

    “I want you to ride me, Mahini,” I ordered as I rolled on my back beside her. 

    “Ride?” the desert warrior questioned. 

    “Ride,” I repeated. 

    Mahini seemed a little hesitant at first, but when this new position reached deeper inside her tunnel, the desert woman quickly changed her mind. She rode me with the expertise of a natural horsewoman, and she held onto her climax so long she almost drew me over the edge first. 

    “I filled you up, Mahini,” I whispered into her ear after I’d sprayed my cum deep inside of her over and over. “Are you fertile right now.” 

    “I’m not sure, Great One,” she purred. “It felt wonderful, though. Your seed is warm and thick inside of me. My entire body feels relaxed and whole.” 

    “Do you want my baby?” I asked. 

    “Yessss…” she whispered. “I would be honored to bear your children. Nothing would make me happier.” 

    “Good to know,” I said. 

    Chime. 

    When she was given the opportunity to play around a little, Mahini took great pleasure in learning my body. She especially loved the way my breathing hitched when she wrapped her skilled hands around my cock for the first time. 

    “So men can feel this way, too,” she murmured with wonder. 

    I let her stroke me for a few minutes before it was too much to handle, and I all but pounced on her so that I could finish deep inside her velvety pussy. 

    Chime 

    Several lifetimes seemed to pass as Mahini and I tumbled on the bed over and over. I respawned over a dozen times to enjoy taking her for the first time again, even though I knew I would get to spend as many days and nights making love to her as I wanted. It would get better each time, as Mahini would learn more of what she enjoyed and what I enjoyed, but I took greedy pleasure in her inexperience as it was one of the only fields she seemed to have no knowledge in. 

    Finally, I came to understand her body and desires well enough to give her over a dozen climaxes throughout the night. She loved doggie style the most, but she also loved riding me reverse-cowgirl and good old fashioned missionary because she could kiss me while I slid deep inside of her. 

    It felt like weeks of love making had gone by since my battle with Lucian, but finally I allowed time to continue, and we laid together in a heap of arms, legs, and slick juices. I’d cummed four times inside of Mahini, and she let out a soft gasp of pleasure when a bit of it dribbled out of her and pooled on our bed. 

    Then Elissa came bursting into the room, and I felt my heart jump up in my chest as the golden light of the morning poured in from our dining room. 

    My first instinct was to apologize for sleeping with Mahini, and I had already opened my mouth before I remembered the rules of this world were different from my own. There was no reason for me to be ashamed of what I had just done, and from the desire that filled Elissa’s green eyes, I knew the last thing on her mind was some form of punishment. 

    “You’ve had him all morning, Mahini!” Elissa teased.  

    “It’s morning already?” the olive-skinned beauty muttered. “I lost track of time.” 

    “That’s how it is with Sebastian,” Elissa giggled. “Did he reward you with too many orgasms to count?” 

    “Uhhh… yes,” my lover whispered as her cheeks turned a bit red. 

    “I told you he would,” Elissa snorted. “Now, it’s only fair that I reward him, too.” 

    “Of course it is,” Mahini laughed, and then she gave me a lingering kiss. “I will get cleaned up and bring us some lunch.” 

    Her warmth faded from my side and out the door, but was quickly replaced by a fully clothed redhead with flashing green eyes. 

    “You were so brave to take care of Lucian,” Elissa said as she straddled my bare hips. “Let me show you just how much I appreciate you, Sebastian.” 

    Elissa yanked the dress over her head in a flash, and she wore nothing else underneath. She held my arms down when I tried to wrap them around her, and she glared deep into my eyes. 

    “You must be tired, Sebastian,” she murmured. “Lay back and let me take care of you.” 

    Even though I’d cummed four times through the night, my erection was already standing at attention, and my redheaded bride wasted no time in giving us what we both wanted. She was hot, wet, and ready for me, and we both let out a groan of pleasure when I slid inside of her. 

    Blazing green eyes locked onto mine as Elissa rolled her hips and took her pleasure from me as I sprawled out beneath her. 

    “You were so brave,” Elissa panted as her movements picked up speed. “So, so brave and handsome and wonderful. So amazing. You are a god. I can’t believe I am yours.” 

    Her grip on my wrists disappeared as she ran her fingers down my chest and straightened her back for a different angle.  

    “Yes. You are mine.” I gripped her rolling hips and met her next thrust. 

    “I love you, Sebastian,” my redhead purred as her orgasm tightened its grip on me. 

    “I love you, too,” I growled. 

    “You…” she gasped as her walls started to clench and squeeze my cock like a vise. “I know… you can last a long time, husband. But… just… this is for you. Release when you want to. My body aches to please you, and my womb desires to feel your god seed fill it. Just… Please… Feeling you fill me up will bring me release, so just enjoy yourself… in… my tunnel. Enjoy the motion of my hips. Enjoy… me… my husband… my… god. I love you so much.” 

    My redheaded wife’s words had just the effect she hoped for, and we both let out a groan as I climaxed with her, and then we both gasped as my seed pumped into her like an untamed firehose. I didn’t think I could possibly have any more cum left in my balls after filling up Mahini four times, but apparently Elissa knew just the right way to coax more sperm out of my balls, and she let out a delighted sigh after I’d finished pouring up into her. 

    Then we laid there together and basked in the warmth of our love. 

    Elissa was tracing lazy circles on my chest when Mahini returned with trays of freshly cut bread, bowls of tart berries, and her famous hearty stew. The aroma made my stomach growl appreciatively, and both of my women laughed as they made themselves comfortable on the bed. 

    While we ate, Mahini filled us in on how things were going in the town. I had no idea how she’d gotten the information so quickly, but the field was still a mess of bodies, but most of the armor had been removed and put into carts, and all of the weapons were being sorted so that I could search through them for my feather sword and my dagger. 

    “Elrin is quite pleased with himself,” the desert woman said as she burst a raspberry between her teeth. “He’s telling anyone who will listen that his best decision in life was accepting you into the town.” 

    “He used to say I was the best decision of his life,” Elissa pouted. “I’ll have to have some words with him.” 

    We all laughed. 

    “How is Cotinus settling in?” I asked. 

    “I made sure Dalwin gave him fresh straw for his bedding and the finest oats in his feed,” Elissa replied. “He was laying down when I left the stable to come here.” 

    There was a brief lull in the conversation as we each started on Mahini’s amazing stew. 

    “The Duke will not take this sitting down,” Mahini warned as she set her spoon down. “He may have only been a third son, but Lucian was still the Duke’s child, and he was expecting Lucian to be married and on his way back to the castle in a few days.” 

    “Do you think he’ll send an army to punish me for killing Lucian?” I asked. 

    It was surprising how little that frightened me. After an uncountable amount of dying and coming back to life, I no longer felt afraid of any kind of death threats that might come my way. 

    I was an invincible god, and no puny human could take me down. 

    “He might,” Elissa replied as she plucked at the blanket on the bed. “He has more sense than Lucian, but he won’t be happy that you slaughtered a section of his army.” 

    “Then we should pay him a visit,” I concluded. “Inform him of his son’s death and explain that this village is mine now. I should also tell him the mine is working and how much I’m going to expect in payment for each shipment of ore.” 

    The two women looked at me with wide eyes, and I merely grinned at them. 

    “Besides, every newlywed couple is supposed to go on a honeymoon. I can’t think of a better place to visit than the castle of a duke, can you?” 

      

      

    End of book 1 
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    End Notes 

    Thanks for reading this book. This is my first novel where I’m doing “GameLit/LitRPG” type gear stats with a setting that feels pretty game-like. If you think GameLit and LitRPG readers would like this book, please recommend it to them in the various Facebook fan groups so they can find out about it. Thank you! And as usual, I’ll start working on book 2 as soon as this one gets 100 reviews, so please leave your nice review right here! 

    So here is the deal: Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author comes out with a new book… UNLESS you follow that author on the store. Click here to go to my author page, and then click on the “FOLLOW” button on the left side. 

    You should also join my Facebook Fan page or follow my Facebook Author page. If you don’t follow me on Amazon or join my Facebook page, you’ll never get alerted when my next book is out. So do it now! 

    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. 

    Copyright © 2020 by Logan Jacobs 
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