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Chapter 1: 

Phantasmal Worker

Eduard Fergusson sat in his room, looking at a pointed shard of clear crystal held in his hand.
The shard had a pentagonal base with two centimeter long edges, and was twenty centimeters long, tapering to a sharp point at its tip.
Excitement battled with trepidation inside him as he looked at the all-important, and yet completely useless piece of crystal.
It was a case if imposed Catch-22. Shards originated in the Labyrinth, and couldn't be found anywhere else, and the guards belonging to the Five Families would bar you from entering the Labyrinth without at least one Sliced Shard. And, of course, you could only trade Shards in either the Bazaar or the Auction House, which were located inside the Labyrinth.
The only exceptions were a group of Shards commonly called "The Impediment". These Shards could be traded freely, and when Sliced would give a person one of five completely useless Skills. The deal was that you Sliced a useless Skillshard, and got access to the Labyrinth. And since most people could only maintain two direct Slices, and since the Impediment skills were nearly impossible to level, you'd be stuck with having only one useful Shard.
It was a lousy deal, and led to a lot of dead would-be Labyrinth delvers, but it was the only way to gain access without patronage from the Five.
Impatient at his own indecision, Ed placed his left hand palm down on the table in front of him, and held the pointed Shard in his right. "Here we go", he said to the empty room, and brought the point of the Shard down on the back of his hand. There was a moment of pain in his left hand as the Shard pierced his skin, and then it was gone and the Shard slid down smoothly into Ed's aura, vanishing from the material plane and leaving only its pentagonal base on the back of his hand.
As soon as the last millimeter of the shard was gone, a rectangle of blue light appeared in front of his eyes. The rectangle was transparent enough that Ed could still see the rest of his room through it, but still solid enough that he could clearly read the words printed on it.
	New skill gained: Phantasmal Worker.



As soon as Ed read the message it disappeared, only to be replaced by a new one.
	Phantasmal Worker
Tier 0
Level 1
0/100 essence
Creates a construct made of pure mana to serve the user. The construct can carry out simple tasks and will take up to ten points of damage before being dispelled.
The construct cannot attack or use any weapons.
Mana cost: 10
Duration: until dispelled
 



This was it. One of the five Impediment skills, Phantasmal Worker could be used to carry items for the caster, dig a hole, or even throw itself in front of an attacker to soak some damage. But with no offensive capabilities, the skill had no way to gain essence, and therefore would be impossible to level without using extremely expensive alchemically distilled free essence.
With his useless Skillshard Sliced into his aura, Ed picked up his quarterstaff and left his motel room. The man at the registration counter barely even looked up from his magazine when he came downstairs, and Ed was equally untalkative on his way out into the streets of New Minos.
New Minos, the city built around the only known entrance to the Labyrinth, sprawled in front of Eduard in all its paradoxical glory. Men and women clad in leather, scale or even plate armor drove the newest model of cars. An alchemist was selling health and mana potions from a shabby booth next to a huge outlet for a chain of pharmacies. Cops in blue uniforms and armed with tasers patrolled in pairs with armored Five Family guardsmen carrying hand arbalests. Everywhere you looked the products of 21st century technology mixed with the fantastical loot taken from the Labyrinth.
Ed, however, was blind to the wonder around him as he single-mindedly walked towards the largest building in the city.
The entrance to the Labyrinth.
There were six guards standing at the entrance to the Labyrinth. One armsman from each of the Five Families, and one soldier from UNLOA, the United Nations Labyrinth Oversight Authority. Each one of the guards was wearing the uniform of their respective employer, but even without those uniforms, the allegiance of each was plain to see.
The UNLOA soldier, one of only two plain humans among the guards, was wearing her dress uniform, shoes and cap shined to the point where they could be used as mirrors. A Belgian Five-seveN, the standard issue sidearm for UNLOA was holstered at her belt, and she was aiming a Kirlian-Bjørnson scanner at anyone entering the Labyrinth.
The only other human guard was, naturally, the armsman from the House of Adam. He was at least 180 centimeters tall, and his wide shoulders seemed even wider covered by a severe white tabard over heavy plate armor. He was leaning on a huge shield with the symbol of his House, a stylized "HoA", a large mace hanging from his belt. Like the other Armsmen, he had no need of a K-B scanner. Instead, he had a Sliced Aura Vision Shard, and could see at least the number of Shards Sliced by anyone who approached the entrance, if not their type and tier.
The representative from Tŷ Bwystfilod was a large, imposing markhor-kin. Standing even taller than the House of Adam paladin, the huge screw shaped horns on her head would probably scrape the ceiling of most modern homes. She was wearing a plain leather jerkin in the brown and green of House Bwystfil, a huge warhammer that looked far too heavy for even an Olympic weightlifter to handle resting on the wall behind her.
Domus Tenebris, true to their name, sent what appeared to be nothing more than a shadow to guard the entrance. Ever shifting and fading into the background, "vaguely humanoid" was the only description that could be applied to whoever, or whatever, was there.
An old gnome clad in red robes was obviously a member of The Brotherhood of Hermes. The golden embroidery on his robes could have been the runic script of a majestic enchantment, or a recipe for blackberry pie in an ancient language nobody outside the Brotherhood could read. Dwarfed next to the other guards, the Hermetic was easy to underestimate. A mistake most people only get to do once.
Last but not least, the Bjørnson guard was a tall, handsome elf clad in an exoskeleton made of bronze. Copper gears whirred noisily whenever he moved, and he was looking at the world through the blue crystal lenses of his clunky looking helmet. He was holding a weapon that might have started its life as a crossbow, but it was impossible to know for sure beneath the gears, tubes and crystals covering it.
◆◆◆
 
Approaching the entrance for the first time, Eduard felt the weight of five pairs of eyes and one magitech scanner falling on him. A second later, and it was obvious that the guards could see that he was Sliced. Getting a sneer from the paladin and gnome, Ed entered floor zero of the Labyrinth, home to the great bazaar.
It was impossible to accurately gauge the size of the bazaar. The main hall (or cave, flying island, forest clearing, or one of dozens of other options, depending on the day of the week, alignment of stars, or just the whim of whatever unseen entity created the Labyrinth) of the bazaar was hundreds of meters wide, and an ever changing number of kilometers long. And that was not counting the offshoots. Thousands of stalls covered the floor of the bazaar. Some selling clothing, armor and weapons for any era. Others selling food made from exotic plants and monsters found in the Labyrinth (Try our famous chimera kebab! Best eaten with a side of behemoth tzaziki!), potions from the best (or worst) alchemists, and Shards of any type.
It was the last which drew Ed's eyes the most. Danger and combat lurked in every corner of the Labyrinth, beyond the safety of the bazaar, and having a combat skill Sliced would make his survival a lot more likely. Unfortunately, the last of his money was spent on buying Phantasmal Worker. Even that useless Shard cost him the sum of five years of saving. With a last, regretful look at a proudly presented Greater Bulwark Shard, which would let a man armed with any melee weapon parry all attacks aimed at him for a period of ten seconds, Ed turned his gaze towards an Escheresque array of stairways, slides and corridors taking up the center of the cavern.
The entrance to the Labyrinth proper.
Nobody knows who or what designed the stairway to the Labyrinth, but it was clear that whoever it was did not feel constrained by human concepts such as "geometry". Doors floated in the air, oriented in directions that gravity shouldn't have allowed. Walkways and stairs connected seemingly random doors, leading from nothing to nowhere. And the people walking on those walkways oriented sideways or upside down, varied from obvious newcomers wearing jeans and t-shirts to grizzled veterans in exotic armors, most of whom have long since abandoned the plain human race in their search for the means to delve deeper.
As a newcomer himself, and without any combat applicable Shards, Ed turned towards the ground level stairway marked clearly "Floor 1". It was an unwritten rule among the delvers that no adventuring party would accept a member without at least one proven excursion into the Labyrinth. An untested party member could spell doom for the whole party if they froze at the wrong time, and so a newcomer had to prove themselves by entering the Labyrinth solo and surviving to tell the tale.
The stairway Ed was approaching seemed like it was going nowhere. Rising two meters into the air and then stopping without even connecting to anywhere. However, as soon as Ed set his first foot down on the first stair, a walkway leading to a previously unseen (or not existing) door sprang into existence and connected to the stairway. Standing in front of the door, Ed took a deep breath, and opened the door into the first floor of the Labyrinth.
◆◆◆
 
The true size of the Labyrinth is one of the mysteries of its existence. It is impossible to tell if the Labyrinth even has something as trivial as size. It is entirely possible that each of the different floors is unlimited in size. It is just as likely that the size is limited, but the Labyrinth changes constantly to create new zones and new challenges. It is even possible that the Labyrinth is limited in size, and as rigid as any human construction, but still large enough that even the first floor has yet to be charted in its entirety.
Whatever the truth was, it's an undeniable fact that each time a person or group entered the Labyrinth, they would find themselves in a random part of whatever floor they have entered, and it was impossible to know in advance what one would find when they passed through the doors. The terrain would vary from the ruins of cities ancient beyond human understanding, to caverns deep under unknown mountains, to every imaginable (and some unimaginable) location. The one constant was the door back to the stairway, and at least one door deeper into the Labyrinth.
It was, therefore, no surprise to Ed when he found himself on a grassy hill overlooking a dense forest. Twin suns, one a normal looking yellow and the other a bright pink burned bright in the sky, lending a strange hue to the green grass below and the darker green of the treetops. The happy sounds of singing birds could be heard from above, and the wind brought the sweet smell of flowers to his nose. There was precious little time to enjoy the beautiful view, however, since Ed's arrival did not at all fail to raise the attention of the grassland's denizens, and brown furry shapes, each about the size of a large dog, stopped grazing on the grass, and raised their horned heads to stare at the invader, and one of them, the closest to Ed's entrance, started loping towards him.
"It's about time I caught a lucky break" Ed muttered when he saw the horned rabbits, and quickly activated his one, mostly useless, skill. A strange feeling, as if something he never knew he had was being drained from him, spread through his body, as a small orb of blue light coalesced in front of him, taking a total of ten seconds to form into a vaguely humanoid shape, devoid of any distinguishing features. "Block the charge of any horned rabbit that attacks me", ordered Ed, as he took his quarterstaff from behind his back and prepared to fight the first of the horned rabbits.
Ranging in size from that of a large cat to a small horse, and characterized by the single unicorn-like horn on their heads, horned rabbits are largely considered among the least dangerous monsters in the Labyrinth. That is not to say that they weren't dangerous. A leaping rabbit could drive its horn through most types of unenchanted light and medium armor, and their uncanny aim was enough to bring down their share of would-be Labyrinth delvers.
The rabbit now charging towards Ed was typical of the breed. Brown furred and droopy eared, it could easily be mistaken for a Cashmere Lop, if it wasn't for its sharp horn and the fact that it was easily the size of a St. Bernard. As instructed, Ed's Phantasmal Worker moved to place itself between the charging rabbit and Ed, and took the brunt of its momentum, stopping the rabbit in mid-leap before dissolving into nothingness due to the damage taken from the piercing horn.
The rabbit, expecting to fell its target and drop on it, was confused by the Worker's disappearance, and stood motionless of a couple of seconds after dropping back to the ground. Ed, on the other hand, was expecting precisely this, and didn't waste any time before smashing his quarterstaff on the rabbit's head, stunning it for long enough to take out a long dagger, and quickly drive it into the back of the rabbit's neck, killing it instantly.
"Guess those years of training with Master Pierre were worth it", panted Ed, more from the adrenaline than from any actual exertion. "It looks like the other rabbits scattered when I killed this one. Good thing too, since I don't think I can summon the Worker again right now."
Removing his knife from the dead rabbit, Ed proceeded to slice of the horn and place it in his bag. Horned rabbits were fairly common, and the horn wouldn't be worth a lot, but it could be used as an ingredient in several low level potions, and the alchemists in the bazaar would pay enough for it to be worth taking. It was a pity Ed had neither the skills nor the Skills to butcher the rabbit properly. Horned rabbit meat was one of the staples of New Minos inns, and would bring in a little more coin that could be saved towards getting a decent Skillshard.
"Come to think of it, how long would it take for my mana to regenerate enough to resummons the Phantasmal Worker?" Ed asked himself after he was finished with the horn. "Status!"
Any Shard, no matter what it primary purpose was, gave the person who Sliced it the ability to view their status, a compilation of their physical and mental abilities, along with the Shards they have Sliced, and at Ed's command, a blue window appeared in front of him.
	Eduard Fergusson

	Race
	Human
	Class
	None
	Shards
	1/2

	Strength
	6
	Dexterity
	7
	Wisdom
	4

	Constitution
	7
	Agility
	8
	Intelligence
	6

	HP
	20/20
	Mana
	7/16

	HP regen
	0.7/hour
	Mana regen
	6/hour

	
	Shard
	Level
	Essence

	Phantasmal Worker
	0
	0/100

						


"Half an hour before I can resummons the Phantasmal Worker, and then an hour and a half for the next. I'll be here all week if I wait for mana after each battle."
Having spent the past several years training and preparing to enter the Labyrinth, Ed was familiar with the common tactics suited to fight most of the low leveled monsters, including the horned rabbits. It would be more difficult to fight them without a decoy to take their initial leap attack, but barring a truly stupid mistake or bout of bad luck, he should be able to defeat them.
After sheathing his dagger and picking up his quarterstaff, Ed chose a direction, and went in search of more monsters, and the way to the next level of the Labyrinth.
It didn't take long to find another horned rabbit, but the same could not be said about the fight itself. The open grasslands let Ed see the rabbit long before it was close enough to leap, and he set himself to wait, watching for the telltale bunching of the rabbit's back that always came before the leap. Moving swiftly to the left while bringing his quarterstaff up to divert the rabbit, Ed avoided the attack, but found that the rabbit was too quick to be caught in his follow up attack. The second leap was just as easy to avoid, and this time Ed managed a glancing blow to the rabbit's back leg, a blow which didn't seem to bother the rabbit even a little. The dance of leap, avoid and retaliate continued for long minutes, until eventually the rabbit started to slow down, though it was impossible to tell if it was because of the few hits Ed managed to land, or just plain exhaustion. Whatever the reason, the rabbit was slowing, and a couple of leaps later Ed finally managed to solidly hit it on its head, stunning him, and he managed to end the fight in much the same way he ended the first one.
Tired from the fight, Ed sat down to resting for a bit, and ended up recovering enough mana to summon his Phantasmal Worker before he felt well enough to continue. Adding another horn to his bag, Ed moved on accompanied by his trusty meat shield.
◆◆◆
 
It was several hours later that Ed came upon a tunnel leading into one of the hills. He managed to kill two more rabbits on the way, but had to make a large detour to avoid several groups of two or more rabbits, which he knew were too chancy to fight.
It was a well-established fact that caves, tunnels and burrows in the Labyrinth often lead to lairs of bosses, which in turn were the best sources for treasure and Shards, as well as the pathways to the next level.
Ed had a Phantasmal Worker with him, and decided to wait until he had the mana to summon another before entering the tunnel. Half an hour later, he took a flashlight mounted on a head strap from his bag, turned it on, and ordered the Worker to precede him into the tunnel.
The tunnel wasn't long, and five minutes later Ed found himself in a circular room, about ten meters from side to side, with a ceiling barely high enough to let him walk upright. Rabbit furs were strewn haphazardly on the floor, and a small fire burned in the center, its smoke curling up into an opening in the roof. The stench of rotting food came from piles of garbage that were shoved near the far edge of the room, mingling with the stench of unwashed bodies, indicating that while the room may have once been a burrow for the horned rabbits, it was long since taken over by something else.
The new residents of the room were a couple of short, green humanoids. They were about a meter high, completely bold, and sported large, sail-like ears and sharp, protruding tusks. The unmistakable goblins jumped up from their place in front of the fire, and ran towards Ed as soon as he walked in. Ed sent his Phantasmal Worker to block the way of one of the goblins, and used his quarterstaff to block a clumsy blow from the crude club the second was wielding. Delivering a quick blow with the other end of the quarterstaff between the goblin’s legs revealed that this was most definitely a male of its species, and a second hard blow to his head put a swift end to his high pitched screech. The first goblin, meanwhile, has managed to deal enough damage to dispel the Phantasmal Worker and charged shrieking at Ed. Ed, who was still recovering from hitting the other goblin, couldn't bring his quarterstaff up fast enough to block, and took a painful hit on his hip from the goblin's club. Kicking the small humanoid away before it could strike again, Ed quickly followed up with a strike at the goblin's chest, driving the air out of its lungs and staggering it. One on one, the goblin's small stature and short weapon gave Ed a huge reach advantage, and the goblin soon joined its fellow in death.
After summoning his Phantasmal Worker again, just in case something else came into the burrow and attacked him, Ed set about to search the room. The very first thing he found, hidden behind a hanging fur, was a simple wooden door. The unremarkable door, which wouldn't have rated a second glance in most locations, was completely out of place in what used to be a rabbit burrow, and Ed was almost certain it was the way to the next level of the Labyrinth. Ed had absolutely no intention of searching in the piles of garbage, but the goblins themselves might have something worth taking. The monsters weren't wearing any armor, and their clubs were barely more than fallen branches. The first goblin he searched had nothing on it other than a necklace made of various teeth, but on the second, Ed hit the jackpot.
Even before Ed got to the body, he could see a glint of reflected light from the goblin's chest. Smiling excitedly, Ed grabbed hold of the crystal pentagon embedded in the monster, and pulled it out.
Colored the same green as the goblin it came out of, this Shard was twice as large as the one Ed got his Phantasmal Worker from, and as soon as it was completely out of the corpse, a blue window appeared in front of him.
	Goblin
Tier 0
Level 1
0/500 essence
These small, green humanoids are the weakest of the goblinoid races.
While nimble and quick, goblins are fairly stupid and lacking in strength.
+1 agility



Raceshards were probably the rarest type of Shards found in the Labyrinth, and prized by almost all delvers. When Sliced, the Raceshard will transform a person into a different race, giving boosts in stats. And while becoming a goblin seemed like a huge price to pay for a very small boost, Raceshards increased in power when leveled, giving more stat boosts, and eventually even enabling the user to evolve into a stronger race.
Finding a Raceshard this early in the Labyrinth was a huge stroke of luck, and Ed was tempted to Slice it immediately. However, Slicing the Shard now would mean that Ed would be unable to Slice any Shards until it reached its maximum level, leaving him lacking in any combat skills, and therefore in a very dangerous situation.
Ed was still considering the issue of Slicing his new Shard when he heard a large thump, and he raised his head just in time to see his Phantasmal Worker stumbling back and crashing into him. A second later, the Worker vanished, and Ed could see an old, grizzled horned rabbit, with a broken off horn staring at him in confusion.
Quickly raising his quarterstaff, Ed attacked the rabbit, and found that a hornless rabbit, while still able to deliver a solid hit, was far less of a danger than the other rabbits he fought.
It was only after the rabbit was dead that Ed remembered his Raceshard, and turned to look for it.
The Shard, however, was nowhere to be found.




Chapter 2: 

The Drunken Pug

Ed spent the next half an hour looking for the missing Shard, but eventually had to give up when he heard what had to be the rest of the goblin tribe on their way back. Cursing the fickleness that gave him a good drop and then immediately took it away, he passed through the door, and back into the cacophony of the bazaar.
Ed found himself on an upside down walkway, the bazaar in all its glory hanging above his head, and the distant sky below him. The walkway continued for twenty meters, before ending in front of another door, likely one leading deeper into the Labyrinth. On his left, a stairway rose up towards the ground, and Ed quickly started going up, a feeling of vertigo gripping him as up suddenly became down, and he was suddenly moving downwards towards the ground, the upside down walkway stretching above him.
Moving away from the stairway, Ed started looking for an alchemist who might buy some of his loot. Between the horns from the four rabbits he managed to kill, and the goblin's tooth necklace, Ed estimated that he'd be able to afford a new low tier Skillshard. Quickly locating a booth advertising potions and salves, Ed went over, approaching the young looking gnome manning (or perhaps gnoming) the booth.
"Congratulations on your first successful Labyrinth delve", called out the gnome as soon as Ed stopped in front of his booth, "and welcome to Albert's Apothecary. How can I be of service?"
"Is it that obvious?" asked Ed, scratching his head self-consciously.
"You don't look nearly experienced enough to be a professional Solo, and very few newcomers try more than one solo delve. Too much danger and too little to gain."
"Makes sense, I guess. Anyway, I've got some things to sell. Rabbit horns and a gob necklace."
"Let's see them then. Always a market for sharpness salves."
Taking the horns and necklace out of his bag, Ed placed them on the booth in front of him, when a spot of color on his left hand caught his eye. The crystal pentagon from his Phantasmal Worker Shard, which was previously completely clear, was now colored a light green along one of its sides.
Shards came in just about any color imaginable, and would normally become more and more opaque as they gain essence, but as far as Ed was aware, they never changed their color. You could, sometimes, Slice one Shard into another, and in that case you'd see a pentagon in the color of the imbedded Shard inside the pentagon from the host Shard, but that was the only case Ed knew about when a Shard could gain a new color.
"…don't have any Butchery related Shard, so I'm not going to be able to give you the full hey! Are you even listening to me?" The raised voice of the gnome finally managed to nudge Ed's mind away from his Shard.
"I'm sorry. I got distracted there for a minute. What were you saying?"
"Stress finally catch up to you? Don't worry about it. Happens to a lot of people after the first time. I said that the horns you have there are chipped, since you don't have any Butchery Skill, so I'm only going to be able to give you six credits for the lot of them. Would have been 8 if they were in better condition. I'll add ten for the necklace. Decent essence in it."
"That's good. I figured I wouldn't be getting full price on the horns. You've got a deal."
The gnome handed Ed a silver ten credit coin, and six coppers. "Good luck in the Labyrinth. Come again if you have any ingredients to sell, or are looking for any alchemical product."
"Thank you." Ed pocketed the coins and waved goodbye to the gnome on his way towards the exit from the Labyrinth.
Credits, of which Ed now had sixteen of, were the only legal tender inside the Labyrinth. Coined and enchanted by a bank controlled jointly by the Five Families, credits couldn't be forged, and couldn't even be touched by anyone who hasn't Sliced at least one Shard. The amount in Ed's pocket wasn't much, but would be enough to buy one or two low tier Shards. Ed originally planned to buy an Crushing Blow Skillshard, which would let him spend mana to increase the damage from blunt weapons, and enable him to damage creatures immune to normal weapons, such as the slimes that were often found in the lower levels of the Labyrinth. However, he really wanted to understand what happened to his Phantasmal Worker Shard before his did anything else.
Barely even noticing the changed guard on the exit, Ed hurried back to his motel room, and brought up his status.
	Eduard Fergusson

	Race
	Human
	Class
	None
	Shards
	1/2

	Strength
	6
	Dexterity
	7
	Wisdom
	4

	Constitution
	7
	Agility
	8
	Intelligence
	6

	HP
	16/20
	Mana
	2/16

	HP regen
	0.7/hour
	Mana regen
	6/hour

	
	Shard
	Level
	Essence

	Conjure Phantasm
	0
	0/100

						


"What the hell is Conjure Phantasm?" Ed muttered to himself. "I've never even heard of it, not to mention a Shard changing its name."
Concentrating on the Shard in question caused its one information window to pop up and replace the status screen.
	Conjure Phantasm
Tier 0
Level 1
0/100 essence
Creates constructs made of pure mana to serve the user. One construct can be created per skill level.
Available phantasms
Phantasmal Worker
Creates a construct that can carry out simple tasks and will take up to ten points of damage before being dispelled.
The construct cannot attack or use any weapons.
Mana cost: 10
Duration: until dispelled
Phantasmal Goblin
Creates a simple goblin that can fight and carry out simple tasks.
The goblin has no weapons skills.
Slice more Shards to give the goblin more abilities.
Mana cost: 10
Duration: until dispelled



The information window faded away long before Ed came out of his shock. It was obvious now that the goblin Raceshard must have accidently been Sliced into his phantasmal worker when the broken horned rabbit caused it to smash into Ed.
The problem was that Ed had never heard even a rumor that something like this was possible. Impediment Shards were supposed to be almost completely useless and impossible to level, but if the goblin summoned by his new skill could fight, then the Shard could gain essence. But the real import of the change was that it created a summoned entity that can power up from using Shards. And if those Shards work the same as they normally do, the goblin could gain essence and level up itself. Summoning Skills were notoriously limited by the fact that almost all of them remain static, and a summoned entity useful in one level of the Labyrinth would be nothing more than fodder five levels later.
Ed quickly decided that he's going to have to test how the phantasmal goblin works. See precisely what Slicing a Shard into the goblin would do, and then test it in the Labyrinth to see if it could gain essence.
He didn't have the mana to summon his goblin yet, so he opened up his laptop and entered the Labyrinth wiki page, trying to decide what Shards would be best to test on his new goblin. He'll probably have to postpone getting his Crushing Blow Shard, but if the phantasmal goblin worked out, it will definitely be worth it.
Two hours and a trip to the bazaar later, Ed summoned his goblin for the first time. The now familiar feeling of mana draining out of him was followed by the formation of a larger than usual blue orb. The color of the orb swiftly changed to green, and took the form of a meter tall goblin wearing nothing but a loincloth.
A quick mental command brought up a status screen for the goblin.
	Phantasmal Goblin

	Race
	Goblin
	Class
	None
	Shards
	1/2

	Strength
	3
	Dexterity
	5
	Wisdom
	2

	Constitution
	2
	Agility
	4
	Intelligence
	1

	HP
	7
	Mana
	4

	HP regen
	0.2/hour
	Mana regen
	1/hour

	
	Shard
	Level
	Essence

	Goblin
	0
	0/500

						


"Fairly decent for a tier 0 summon," muttered Ed thoughtfully. "Let's see what happens when I add this."
Ed opened his bag and took out the Shard he bought earlier in the bazaar. Colored a silvery gray, its size was somewhere in the middle between the Phantasmal Worker Shard and the Goblin Shard. Ed placed the Shard's point on the goblin's chest, and pushed it in. The Shard slid easily into the goblin, and as soon as it was fully Sliced, Shard and Goblin both vanished.
"Damn it. I was hoping to see its status, but it'll be two and a half hours before I can summon it again. Let's see if the skill changed though."
	Conjure Phantasm
Tier 0
Level 1
0/100 essence
Creates constructs made of pure mana to serve the user. One construct can be created per skill level.
Available phantasms
Phantasmal Worker
Creates a construct that can carry out simple tasks and will take up to ten points of damage before being dispelled.
The construct cannot attack or use any weapons.
Mana cost: 10
Duration: until dispelled
Phantasmal Goblin Spearman
Creates a goblin spearman that can fight and carry out simple tasks.
Slice more Shards to give the goblin more abilities.
Mana cost: 15
Duration: until dispelled




"Looks like it worked, but it's starting to get late. I'm going to have to wait until tomorrow to see it in action."
◆◆◆
 
	Phantasmal Goblin Spearman

	Race
	Goblin
	Class
	None
	Shards
	½

	Strength
	3
	Dexterity
	5
	Wisdom
	2

	Constitution
	2
	Agility
	4
	Intelligence
	1

	HP
	7
	Mana
	4

	HP regen
	0.2/hour
	Mana regen
	1/hour

	
	Shard
	Level
	Essence

	Goblin
	0
	0/500

	Spearman
	0
	0/300

						


As Ed had expected, there wasn’t any difference in the goblin’s status from Slicing the spearman Shard. At its first level, spearman, like most weaponry Classshards, gave basic competency with the weapon. The second and fourth levels would give stat bonuses, and the third would give a Shard slot, all of which would make the goblin much more useful than it was. The main difference from Slicing the spearman Shard wasn’t apparent in the goblin’s status, but on the goblin itself. Where previously the goblin was conjured with nothing but a loincloth, it was holding a spear.
“Better than I expected.” Ed told the unresponsive goblin. “I really don’t have the credits to buy you a spear right now.”
Ed dismissed the goblin with a wave of his hand, regaining the mana used to summon it, picked up his gear, and left the motel, heading towards the Labyrinth.
◆◆◆
 
There are many famous and imposing structures in the Labyrinth.
The Spire of Wisdom, home to the Brotherhood of Hermes. The Castle Eden, where the House of Adam lived, isolated from all who have abandoned their humanity. The Arctology, where the Bjørnsons lived, perhaps lamenting their founder's sense of humor. The Labyrinth Exchange, where credits were coined and high powered Shards were sold to the highest bidder. Other, stranger structures hid away in the depths of the Labyrinth, populated by tribes of monsters, delvers who chose to never rise to the surface, and other, more mysterious, entities.
Not nearly as imposing, but perhaps no less famous, there was the Drunken Pug. Looking like the bastard child of a medieval public house and a military basic training facility, the Pug was part long term dwelling for unaffiliated delvers, part training ground/gym, two parts rowdy pub, and one part clubhouse, and most importantly, the place you went when you were looking for group.
Need to find newcomers to brave the second floor with? Sveta at the bar will hook you up.
Need a tank to top up your party for a raid on the Dreadlords in the Unnumbered Halls? Put up a notice and someone will come up.
Looking to scope up likely marks for some PvP action? Better get out fast. Mustafa, the bouncer, has a telepathy Shard, a scimitar longer than you, and a really nasty disposition towards murderers.
The first thing Ed saw when he approached the Pug was the large neon sign, depicting a particularly ugly dog with a mug of beer in its paw. The second was Mustafa. Three and a half meters tall, (four if you count the topknot), skin as bronze as a Bjørnson's armored exoskeleton, and a mustache you could tug of war a main battle tank with, the legendary bouncer of the Drunken Pug made sure anyone who entered knew that he was there.
Nodding politely (very politely) to the bouncer, Ed entered the Pug, heading straight towards the bar. Sveta, the bartender, was standing behind the bar cleaning a ceramic mug with a hand towel and watching the moderately full common room. Not that she actually needed to clean it. She had a modern dishwashing machine in the back, and more than enough employees to man it, thank you very much. But a proper public house has an image to maintain, and a bartender endlessly cleaning a mug was as important a part of said image as the mysterious cloaked stranger in the corner.
"Grog, grub or group?" asked Sveta as soon as Ed stopped in front of the bar.
"Ergh…" said Ed, bereft of all coherent thought.
He knew what to expect, of course. Sveta was famous among anyone with even the slightest interest in the Labyrinth. As famous, perhaps, as the Founding Five themselves. There was a difference, however, between knowing someone has a tier 6 Celestial Choir Shard and actually hearing them speak.
Used to the effect her voice has on people, Sveta went back to cleaning her mug, waiting patiently for the passive stun effect to pass.
"Group" Ed managed to say after a couple of minutes.
"Right." Said Sveta. "I don't remember seeing you before. You new here?"
"Yeah. Just finished my solo yesterday."
"OK then." Sveta reached beneath the bar, taking out a short, printed form and a pen. "I need to register you, and then we'll see if you fit any waiting group. Name?"
"Eduard Fergusson."
"Preferred role?"
"Melee. Trained in HEMA, specializing in quarterstaff."
"Nice. Always a demand for decent front liners. Any useful Shards?" She asked, already starting to mark "none" before even hearing his answer."
"Wait up. I've got a Skill. Summons a goblin with basic spear skills."
"You've got a what?" For the first time since the conversation started, Sveta turned her full attention on Ed.
"I've got a Skillshard. Summons a goblin with a spear. It's fairly weak, but it can still fight."
"Where'd a newbie like you get something like that?"
"Lucky drop in the first floor."
"Seriously lucky drop. Shards rarely drop below the third. OK. I've got a group for you. They've got a bit more experience than you, but if you aren't lying about your training and Shards, you should be a good match. Go up the stairs to the second level, seventh room on the left, look for a Ram-kin named Kevin, he leads your new group. Tell him I sent you, and good luck."
Having finished her directions, Sveta went back to cleaning her spotless mug, ignoring Ed's continued presence with practiced ease.
Sveta's directions brought Ed to an unremarkable looking door in the second floor of the Drunken Pug. A knock on the door was quickly answered by a deep, bleating "come in!"
The room looked little different from Ed's motel room outside of the Labyrinth. A simple bed set against the far wall, below a window that couldn't possibly have opened to the outside, and yet somehow still showed a beautiful mountainous vista. A plain closet stood on the left side, and a desk on the right.
There were four young looking people in the room, and all four where staring at Ed as soon as he opened the door.
Leaning against the closet was a large man covered in shaggy white hair, his lean and muscular form visible under a motorcycle jacket and plain jeans. Curled ram horns framed his long snouted, gentle looking face, and his feet ended in sharp looking cloven hooves. A short bow and quiver of arrows stood on the ground next to the person who had to be Kevin.
Seated on the bed were two human women. The one on the left was heavily muscled and wearing actual leather armor. Her short platinum hair was clearly cut with little regard to fashion, leaving her piercing blue eyes, uncovered by any stray wisp, to dominate a face that was striking, if not quite beautiful. A small shield was leaning against her legs, and a short cudgel sat on the bed beside her. Even sitting down, it was obvious that she was at least a hundred and eighty centimeters tall.
Sitting next to her was her polar opposite. A head shorter than her companion, her black hair caught in a braid that must reach at least the middle of her calves when she was standing up. Black eyes looked at Ed from a gorgeous, dark skinned face with an almost physical intensity. Her short, curvy frame was covered  by what appeared to be a home-made wizard's robe, and a quarterstaff laying at her feet revealed her supposed role in the delve.
The fourth member of the group sat on a chair next to the desk. Blonde haired and green eyed, Ed wouldn't have been the least bit surprised to see him on stage, belting out pop lyrics as part of a boy band. He was dressed in a button down shirt and slacks, long knife sheathed at his belt.
"Ehh, hi. I'm Ed. Sveta said you guys needed a melee?"
"About bloody time!" sneered the guy sitting at the desk. "It's been three days since Chad got eaten, and we've been sitting on our arses waiting for a replacement. Not that you melee types are good for much except as meat shields."
"Watch it James, or us 'melee types' might just accidently sit on you." Answered the blonde sitting on the bed.
"Don't bother, Ing," snickered the mage. "It's James. He'll just enjoy it."
"OK, enough you guys! If we scare this guy off, it'll take Sveta ages to find another one." And walking towards Ed, he offered his large hand for Ed to shake. "I’m Kevin, group leader and ranged combat. The ladies on the bed are Ingrid, who is your fellow melee fighter and our main tank, and Lucy, our primary magic damage dealer. And over there is James, our healer. They might fight like children, but they can work together in a delve."
"Good to meet you all. Err, did you say your previous melee got eaten?"
"I'm afraid so. We got cocky in the second floor, and entered the third before we were ready. Ran into a colony of slimes, and with Lucy the only one who can deal magic damage… Let's just say that Chad managed to buy us enough time to get back to the door up."
"Ouch. I'm sorry to hear that. He sounds like he was a good guy to delve with."
"He was," answered Ingrid. "Might have been a bit too much of a Chad for Luce and mine's comfort, but we could always depend on him in a fight."
"Can we cut out the chit chat and get to delving already?" interrupted James. "I've got subscribers frothing at the mouth for a good delve, and we can't all rely on granddaddy's money."
"For the gods' sake James, will you stop bringing up my grandfather? You know I haven't taken a single credit from my family since I started my reise. None of my fam…"
"Will you two just knock. It. Off. Already?" shouted Kevin, moving to stand between the two blondes. "We won't be going anywhere if you two can't at least stay civil. Let's go over our specific Shards so we all know what we can do, and get ourselves to the Labyrinth. We'll all be less aggressive towards each other after a good delve. I'll start, and I've obviously got a Ram-kin Raceshard. I've also got my Impediment, which is Peacock's Pride, and a Sealed Lesser Pierce, which increases damage from my arrows and lets them ignore part of the target's armor. Lucy?"
"I've got Flamedart, which should be self-explanatory, and my Impediment, which is Chromatic Sorcery."
"Yeah, she shoots pink Firebolts at monsters. It's an embarrassment to good taste everywhere," interjected James. "I've got Cure Lesser Wounds, which I can use a lot more often than Pinky over there can shoot Firebolts, since I've got a Sorcerer Classshard instead of an Impediment like you lot."
"Your face is enough of an Impediment anyway," Ingrid continued. "I've got a shieldbearer Classshard, and a shield bash Skill."
"And that leaves you, Ed. What've you got for us?" asked Kevin.
"Not much, I'm afraid. Got my Impediment, Phantasmal Worker, and I can summon a goblin with a spear. Haven't had a chance to test it in the Labyrinth yet, but it has decent stats."
"Melee fighter with a summon, huh?" asked Lucy. "Interesting choice. Can't decide which way to go yet?"
"I actually had my build planned in advance. Was going to get a Crushing Blow Skillshard, then after it Sealed I was going for a monk or peasant warrior type class. Spare me at least some cash on armor. Then I got the summon in my first delve, and you don't refuse a free Shard, you know?"
"Can say that again. And summons are definitely good Shards to have early on."
"Are we done here?" asked James. "Day's a-wasting."
"Yeah, let's go before he turns into a pumpkin," added Ingrid.
Picking up their weapons, the newly complete group left the room and went downstairs into the common room on their way out.
"You lot good?" yelled Sveta from behind the bar.
"We're good," answered Ingrid. "Thanks for the help."
"All in a day's work girl. Say hi to Mad-Ved for me."
"I'm not sure when I'll see him, but sure thing."
And waving goodbye to the bartender, the group left the Drunken Pug.
"Mad-Ved?" asked Ed in confusion.
"Granddad has a thing for bad bear puns, and even more for bilingual bad bear puns. His name's Daved, and when Sveta first made that stupid joke, he said that he'd finally found his perfect name."
"Hold it, your granddad is Daved Bjørnson?"
"Yeah, Ingrid here is an honest-to-God princess," said James. "Don't you feel honored now?"
"Shut up, James."
◆◆◆
 
"Gooood morning, my lovely subscribers. Your wait has been agonizing and interminable, but you have reason to rejoice, for I, James Ozymandias Baker am B. A. C. K. back to show you the wonders and the terrors of the Labyrinth!
As you no doubt remember from my previous stream, a rush and poorly planned decision by our fearless leader has lead our party to the third floor of the dungeon, where we lost one of our trusty meatshields. It has taken days to secure a replacement meatshield, and now our leader, true to his ovine nature, would timidly take us to the second floor. But fear not! Though once more in the slog that is the second floor, I shall nonetheless endeavor to enlighten your grey, boring lives with witty and insightful commentary into the workings of the delvers of the Labyrinth!"
The group was making its way through the bazaar towards the stairway, with James ceaselessly talking into a wireless madonna connected to pair of cameras providing three dimensional video of everything he was looking at. Every now and then, he'd hold a mirror in front of the cameras, so everyone viewing his stream could see his boy-band perfect face.
"Is he going to be like that all the time?" asked Ed after listening to minutes of James insulting his team mates and describing the bazaar.
"He'll shut up in the Labyrinth when we need to worry about monsters hearing us, but other than that, yeah. All the damn time," answered Ingrid, who was walking next to Ed and trying unsuccessfully to talk about coordinating herself, Ed, and Ed's goblin into not getting in each other's way in melee combat. Unfortunately, between James's endless spiel and the noise in the bazaar itself, any in depth discussion was impossible. "And yeah, he's going to continue to belittle and insult the rest of us all through the delve. You and me especially. He's really contemptuous towards anyone in a melee position. And before you ask, we tolerate him because finding a decent healer is next to impossible at our levels. Just tune him out. We all do."
Resigned to the endless chatter of their personal sports announcer, Ed followed Ingrid into the stairway to the Labyrinth.
"Here we are dear subscribers, at the stairway to the Labyrinth! We'll wait here a little while our new meatshield summons a mini-meatshield to soak up even more of my precious mana. For those of you not in the know, summoning Shards are the most useless Shards in existence, ranking right there with the Impediments. But our newest meatshield, who by the way aspires to become a peasant warrior, of all things, wants to show us all that he can do more than just hit things with a stick. I have to say folks; this guy has at least the peasant part of his goal down pat!
"And there you have it! One meatshield with a stick summons another meatshield, this one with, wait for it, a pointed stick! I feel more secure already!"
Trying his best to ignore James’s endless chatter, Ed followed Ingrid up the stairs. The party ignored the door on the first landing they reached, which would lead to the first floor of the Labyrinth, and took a second flight of stairs, this one perpendicular to the first. The second landing only had one flight of stairs attached to it, marking it as the highest floor available to the party. The way up would only appear once everyone in the party had cleared the second floor at least once.
True to his word, James stopped talking as soon as the party passed through the door into the second floor of the Labyrinth, finding themselves in a large cave.
Glowing moss grew sporadically on the walls of the cave, providing enough light to see by. The cave was at least three meters high, and twenty meters wide. The door back up was set in the back wall of the cave, framed by more glowing moss, and the cave went for a hundred meters before suddenly narrowing down to a passage barely wide enough for one person. The entrance cave was empty, but distorted voices could be heard from the passageway.
Kevin gave a hand signal to start moving forward, and Ingrid took the lead, shield ready and cudgel raised. Ed flanked her on her left, his phantasmal goblin taking the right side. Kevin and Lucy came next, Kevin with an arrow ready on his bow. James took the rear, catching everything on camera and ready to heal whoever needed it.
When they got to the passageway, the group switched to moving single file, the summoned goblin in the lead, followed by Ingrid, Ed, Lucy, Kevin and James once again last.
There were two goblins in the next room, apparently betting on a race between a pair of snails.
As soon as Ed’s goblin cleared the way in, Ingrid rushed towards the left goblin, smashing its face with her shield and triggering Shield Bash to stun it. Leaving the stunned enemy behind, she moved towards the second goblin while Ed sent his goblin to attack from behind Ingrid’s back, and went himself to deal with the stunned monster.
Ingrid had very little difficulty blocking her enemy’s attacks, and Ed’s goblin, taking advantage of the reach afforded by his spear, struck between her legs and pierced the monster’s stomache.
Ed, meanwhile, was doing a good job blocking his own enemy’s attacks, but the goblin was a lot more skilled than the ones he fought in the first floor, and kept him too busy to counterattack, but a few seconds after the exchange started, a small ball made of bright pink fire wooshed past his head, striking the goblin and killing it.
After looting the two goblins, the party continued into the cave. There were two exits from the room where they fought the goblins, and Kevin decided to rearrange their order to protect them from surprise attacks from behind. Ingrid was still first in line, followed by Ed’s goblin, Lucy, Kevin and James, with Ed now guarding the rear. Lacking in any mapping skills, Kevin used the age old method of always taking the right turn to avoid getting lost.
Single goblins roamed the passageways of the cave system, and whenever the passageway opened up into a larger room, a group of two or three goblins was waiting, often engaged in games of dice, cards or slug races.
These goblins were stronger than the two Ed fought on the first floor of the Labyrinth. While most of them still carried simple wooden clubs, the party would occasionally face a goblin carrying a rusted dirk or spear, and they were clearly trained in using them.
The single patrolling goblins were very easy for the party to take out. Ingrid could easily block attacks with her shield, leaving Ed’s goblin free to attack from behind her. Ingrid was large enough to prevent the ranged members of the party from attacking in the narrow passageways, but as long as the enemy couldn’t get past her, they would die before managing more than one or two glancing blows.
When fighting pairs of goblins, Ingrid would tank one of them, and Ed’s goblin would take the other. Lucy and Kevin concentrated fire on the goblin attacking the summon, while Ingrid fought defensively, and after the first goblin was felled, Ed’s summon moved to attack the second goblin, which would fall soon after. Ed’s goblin always took some damage during those fights, but never more than James could heal with a single spell.
Groups of three goblins required Ingrid to use her shield bash to stun one of the enemies, after which she would move to a second one, while Ed’s goblin fought the third. Unfortunately, the group couldn’t deal enough damage to kill one of the goblins before the stun wore off, forcing Ed to join the fight and leave the rear of the party unguarded. Fortunately, the patrolling goblins seemed oblivious to the noise of the battle, and the party was never attacked from the rear.
A couple of hours, and about thirty goblins later, Ed got a very welcome message.
	Your Spearman Shard (Phantasmal Goblin Spearman) has leveled up!
+1 strength



Kevin has just ordered a rest stop, to enable himself, Ingrid and Lucy to regenerate some mana, which prompted James to sneer contemptuously and remind the rest of the party, once again, that he had a Sorcerer Classshard that let him regenerate mana far quicker than the rest of them. Having learned to ignore James by then, Ed spent the time looking at his status.
	Eduard Fergusson

	Race
	Human
	Class
	None
	Shards
	1/2

	Strength
	6
	Dexterity
	7
	Wisdom
	4

	Constitution
	7
	Agility
	8
	Intelligence
	6

	HP
	20/20
	Mana
	14/16

	HP regen
	0.7/hour
	Mana regen
	6/hour

	
	Shard
	Level
	Essence

	Conjure Phantasm
	0
	64/100

						


 
	Phantasmal Goblin Spearman

	Race
	Goblin
	Class
	None
	Shards
	2/2

	Strength
	4
	Dexterity
	5
	Wisdom
	2

	Constitution
	2
	Agility
	4
	Intelligence
	1

	HP
	8
	Mana
	4

	HP regen
	0.2/hour
	Mana regen
	1/hour

	
	Shard
	Level
	Essence

	Goblin
	0
	320/500

	Spearman
	1
	20/600

						


A normal monster in the Labyrinth would normally provide five essence per level to the Classshard and Raceshard (if any) of anyone involved in killing it, and another five essence per level to each of the skills that person used. It seemed that with Ed’s Conjure Phantasm skill, the phantasm itself gained essence the way he expected it to, but the Conjure Phantasm skill only gained one essence per level for each creature the phantasm helped kill. This was far far better than Ed had any reason to expect, seeing as Impediment skills usually had no combat application whatsoever and therefore couldn’t level up at all.
Half an hour later, Kevin gave the order to move on, and the party continued on its way. Taking the time to rest turned out to be a good thing, since five more minutes of walking brought the party to what was clearly the boss fight of this floor.
Even before entering the room, Ed could see that the bioluminescent light of the glowing moss was replaced with the harsher, yellow firelight of torches. The passageway opened up into a large room, twenty five meters across and twenty wide, the ceiling at least five meters high. Torches burned in three meter intervals on the walls, and the furs of horned rabbits and wolves hung between them. A carpet made of red fur stretched from the entrance of the room to a large chair in the middle.
A man sized figure sat on the throne, with greenish yellow skin, long tusks and large, sail-like ears. It was wearing a leather jerkin, and a large mace sat across its knees. The hobgoblin’s throne was flanked by two goblins, both larger than normal and carrying swords that looked almost well cared for.
When the party entered the room, the hobgoblin rose from its chair and, waving its mace above its air, shouted in goblinspeak, and charged at the party, flanked by its two bodyguards.
“Ingrid, stun the boss, and keep it stunned as long as possible! Ed, you take the left mob, and send your goblin on the right. Lucy and I will focus on your target, and after it’s dead the three of us all switch to the other mob. James, try to keep us all healed at first, and once you’re down to 50% mana let the summon die.”
And with that, the battle was joined.
With a roar of her own, Ingrid slammed her shield into the hobgoblin’s face, stunning him, and followed it up with blows from her cudgel.
Ed sent his goblin to fight the right bodyguard, and ran towards the left. This goblin was far better trained than the others he’d fought and Ed found that he couldn’t get past its guard. Fortunately, he still had a reach advantage on the goblin, and could parry its attacks, while Kevin and Lucy shot arrows and pink Firebolts at it.
A few seconds later, Ingrid’s stun effect wore off the hobgoblin, and it immediately shouted something incomprehensible, holding its mace above its head. The goblin facing Ed glowed red for a second, and Ed could feel it start to move faster under the effect of its leader’s warcry.
Quickly running under Ed’s next attack, the goblin moved inside of Ed’s guard, and thrust its sword into Ed’s left thigh. Ed had barely enough time to turn left and let the sword graze him instead of dealing a serious wound, and cried out in pain as he tried to retaliate with the right side of his staff, but found that the goblin had already moved past him and was going towards Lucy.
A shout from Ingrid told Ed that the boss was stunned again, just as he felt the warmth of a healing spell sealing his wound. Running towards the now slowed goblin, Ed managed to trip it from behind, and followed it up by smashing his quarterstaff on the goblin’s head. Another Firebolt slammed into the goblin, and it stopped moving.
James was running towards the fallen goblin with his dagger drawn to ensure it was dead, and Ed moved towards the second bodyguard, just in time to see it run his phantasmal goblin through with its sword. The hobgoblin was once again coming off the stun, and Ed waited for the hasted goblin to move towards him before resummoning his phantasmal goblin behind the charging bodyguard. Caught between Ed and the phantasm, the hasted goblin couldn’t pull the same trick the other one managed, and was soon cut down by a combination of melee and ranged attacks while Ingrid used the last of her mana on a third shield bash to keep the hobgoblin from joining in.
With the two bodyguards dead, the entire party could focus on the Hobgoblin. Kevin was using his lesser pierce Shard to deal extra damage to the boss, and Lucy used the last of her mana to cast Firebolts at it. The hobgoblin came out of the stun and instead of using his warcry, slammed his mace down on Ingrid, who managed to catch it on her shield, but was clearly staggered by the blow. While it was recovering from the attack, Ed’s goblin came in from its left and managed to hit its left arm with its spear. Ed came in right after his goblin, slamming his quarterstaff down on the boss’s head. The hobgoblin turned towards them, smashing the goblin with its mace and killing it instantly, but leaving its back exposed to Kevin, who managed a piercing shot straight to its right shoulder. With a wounded left arm and crippled right shoulder, the hobgoblin could barely lift its mace, and quickly fell before the party’s combined assault.
The bodyguards’ swords turned out to be low quality and badly maintained, and weren’t worth taking. The hobgoblin’s mace, however, was decent enough that Ingrid wanted to keep it as an upgrade over her cudgel, and its leather jerkin had survived the battle relatively intact, and would provide Ed with some protection in future delves. After a thorough cleaning, of course.
In addition to the hobgoblin’s equipment, the party found two more teeth necklaces on the bodyguards, and a larger, more elaborate necklace on the hobgoblin, all of which could be sold to alchemists as sources of essence.
After gathering the loot, the party formed up before a door that appeared once the boss was slain, and which would lead to the stairway, where they could choose to continue to the third floor or back to the bazaar.
“OK guys,” started Kevin, “we’ve got some fairly decent loot here. Can’t know for sure without an Appraisal Shard, but we should have around 450 credits in essence drops here, which means around 90 for each of us. Slightly less for Ed and Ingrid, a little more for the rest of us. Decent haul so far. We’ve got a good chance at a goblinoid floor if we continue down now, but I think we’re all low on mana, and we’ve seen how the danger spikes before. What do you all say?”
“I’m up for going deeper,” answered James. “I’ve still got a decent amount of mana, and I regen faster than you lot anyway. I can probably keep you alive against more gobbos.”
“I’ve Sealed my Firebolt Shard on this last fight,” Lucy countered. “Can’t get any essence right now, so I vote to leave. I’ll grab a Classshard before our next delve.”
“I vote to leave,” said Ingrid. “My shield got banged up good by the hob, and I’ve leveled my Shieldbearer, so I can Slice another Shard. I’d like to do some shopping before we go deeper. Getting a taunt Shard would make my job a lot easier. Ed?”
In all honesty, Ed really preferred the option of leaving the Labyrinth. Any delve without a full complement of Shards was a waste of potential essence, and now that he’d have some credits to his name, Ed wanted to fill up his second Shard slot as soon as possible. On the other hand, the fact that his Phantasmal Worker somehow mutated wasn’t something he wanted to reveal yet. The knowledge would help too many people for him to keep it a secret for long, but he’d only known his new party members for a few hours, and didn’t quite trust them enough with a secret of this magnitude.
“I can keep going. Getting decent essence for my goblin, and I don’t use mana most of the time.”
“That’s two votes to continue and two to leave,” summed Kevin. “Personally, I’d feel a lot better with a bit more power before we try the third again, so let’s leave for now. Do your shopping, and we’ll delve again tomorrow. If we can get a good biome, we can try the third then.”
“Assuming we keep Mr. Peasant here,” added James snidely. “I’d really prefer to have someone with an actual weapon as our second melee.”
“We’re keeping Ed,” answered Ingrid. “He’s good enough to hold his own, and having the goblin as an extra melee is working really well.”
“Ah, guys,” interjected Ed, “I’m right here, you know?
“Sorry Ed. James has a way of getting on my nerves.”
“He does bring up a good point though,” said Lucy. “I do think that you did a good job today, Ed, and I’m in favor of you staying on, but it is a decision we need to make as a group. And that’s if you even want to stay. Lord knows that James is enough to drive most people away.”
“I’m in. You guys are a good group, and since I lucked out once, I don’t feel like playing the PuG roulette again.”
“I’m in favor too,” said Kevin. “Ed’s good, and I don’t feel like waiting a week for another melee. Welcome to the party, Ed. Now let’s get back to the bazaar. There’s always a risk something bigger than the hob will come along if we stay put too long.”
“Baaaa,” muttered James loud enough for everyone to hear, but said nothing more as the group went through the door finding themselves walking out of a horizontal door and onto a vertical walkway, looking forward at the floor of the bazaar. Not yet used to the alien geometry of the stairway, Ed had to shut his eyes for a minute until the dizziness passed. Two sets of stairs and two more dizzying changes in their orientation later, the party was standing on the floor of the bazaar, looking for an alchemist to sell their loot to.




Chapter 3:

 Shopping

Ed’s new leather jerkin was appraised at ten credits, and Ingrid’s mace at fifteen, leaving Ed with 85 credits from the sold essence drops.
“Well, I’m off to the blacksmith,” said Ingrid. “Going to take a while to repair my shield, and I want it ready for tomorrow’s delve.”
“I’m going too. I want to look for a pyromancer Shard,” answered Lucy. “I’ll see you all tomorrow!”
James, already on his way deeper into the bazaar, didn’t even bother answering.
“I want to find a leatherworker to fit this jerkin properly,” Ed said to Kevin, “and I think I should get my stuff and get a room in one of the inns in the bazaar, now that I’ve got some credits. “
“Get a room at the Pug. It’s slightly more expensive than most other inns, but you get better security and far better food.”
“Sounds like a plan. I’ll see you all tomorrow. Same room at the Pug?”
“Nah. We’re meeting at the common room for breakfast.”
“See you at breakfast then.”
Of course, getting his jerkin fitted was only part of Ed’s plans for the evening. Seeing that his summoned goblin could gain essence and level up its Shards, Ed decided that he was going to abandon his plan to get a melee Classshard, and went looking instead for a Summoner Shard.
Summoner, Ed knew, was a rather paradoxical Shard. Unless you were lucky enough (or rich enough) to get high tier Skillshards, summoned creatures were considered almost completely useless beyond the first few floors of the Labyrinth, and with the Summoner class specializing in buffing summoned creatures, it was often considered one of the weaker base classes. On the other hand, with the proper Skillshards, Summoner could rank up into the Battleweaver class, which gave the ability to use ordinary Skillshards to conjure walls of elemental energy, spinning blades, or any other substance a skill could create. In addition, Summoner was known to unlock the ability of some of the elementally aligned Raceshards to evolve into special forms. These upgrade options, combined with the fact that Summoner could only be found on the rare monsters capable of summoning other monsters, made it one of the more expensive tier zero Shards.
A couple of hours later, and 55 credits poorer, Ed entered his new room in the Drunken Pug, wearing his newly fitted leather jerkin, and holding his new Summoner Classshard.
	Summoner
Tier 0
Level 0
0/300 essence
The summoner specializes in summoning and empowering both called and conjured allies.
Store Pattern – When unsummoning, lets the summoner to store the summoned creature in his aura, letting it be recalled without spending more mana
 



The next morning, Ed came downstairs at seven AM. Not seeing any of his party members around, he ordered a cup of coffee, chose a table at random, and spent some time looking around the common room.
A middle aged man with a torn ear stood behind the bar, taking orders and making drinks. A surprisingly large number of people chose to start their day with some heavy drinking, and the bartender prepared alcohol and caffeine with equal indifference.
The other patrons in the room were a mix between young, eager newcomers to the Labyrinth and old grizzled veterans. Cargo pants and muscle shirts mixed with chainmail and mage robes. Plain mass produced swords next to rune-carved and jeweled maces, and even a few firearms next to the elaborate elven longbows. Everyone who wasn’t part of the Five Families, and probably some who were, came to the Drunken Pug to share news and tactics, look for new party members, or just plain get drunk.
The waiters and waitresses moving among them, taking orders and delivering food and drink were all veterans of the Labyrinth. All those who lost their edge, their courage or their will to brave the deadly depths were welcome by the Pug, and the patrons all knew better than to harass them, on fear of Mustafa.
Ed’s coffee was delivered to his table almost simultaneously with Lucy and Ingrid. Lucy plopped down bonelessly next to Ed, picked up his cup, and drained the coffee in one long gulp, setting it down in front of Ed and telling the waiter, who hadn’t even managed to turn around yet, to bring her another one.
“Make that three, please,” added Ingrid. “I think Ed would like to actually drink his coffee, and I know that I could use a cup myself.”
Ed was still getting over the surprise, and thinking about complaining, but Lucy was leaning against him, and between the pleasant feeling of Lucy snuggling to him and the fact that he wasn’t sure she was even awake enough to understand it, Ingrid was finished talking to the waiter and turned to him before he could say anything.
“Sorry about that Ed. Luce is a coffee zombie in the mornings. She’ll start functioning after her second cup, and will probably apologize for stealing yours.”
“…comfortable…” muttered Lucy against Ed’s shoulder. “Think I’ll keep this pillow…”
“Err. I think it’s OK. I’m not even sure I should be complaining,” he told Ingrid, only half joking.
“I never do,” Ingrid grinned at that, and sat down on Lucy’s other side, but her reply was cut short by the arrival of Kevin and James.
“Last time I saw anyone this close to Lucy, Chad was sporting a shiner for the rest of the day.” Kevin’s amused comment and raised eyebrow were a marked difference from James’s glare.
“Yeah, well, it isn’t Ed that is doing the molesting this time,” answered Ingrid, grinning even wider at seeing Ed’s darkening cheeks.
Fortunately for Ed, the smell of fresh coffee from the approaching waiter reanimated Lucy, and she straightened up, took her new cup and drank from it at a more human pace. Ed added a pack of sugar to his own coffee, stirred it for a minute, and finally got to drink some himself, while Ingrid was busy adding something amber colored from a small metallic flask.
Kevin and James both ordered cups of English breakfast tea, and the group quickly ordered breakfast. All except Lucy, who simply ordered yet another cup of coffee.
“OK gang. Everyone got their shopping done yesterday?” asked Kevin as soon as everyone had at least a hot drink in front of them.
“I’m good,” Ingrid answered. “Shield is fixed, and I’ve got a new tier 1 provoke Skillshard. Three meter radius group taunt.”
Lucy, still focusing almost entirely on her coffee, managed to get out “I couldn’t get a pyromancer Shard anywhere. Looks like Ing’s gramps is buying every fire related Shard in the bazaar over the past couple of days. Nobody knows what old Mad-Ved is up to, of course.”
“Don’t look at me,” shrugged Ingrid. “Even if I wasn’t in reise, I was never part of the famous Bjørnson magitech craze. For all I know, grandad is using them to heat up water for his sauna.”
“Ugh. Old Man Bjørnson in a sauna is not an image I want in my mind,” grumbled Lucy. “Anyway, Ing and I talked about it a bit, and I’m not sure specializing in an element is the best choice anyway. I’m our only elemental damage dealer right now, and it might be better to have some more options, so I settled on getting the generic elementalist Classshard. It won’t give me the damage bonus pyromancer gives, but it will let me change the element of my Skillshards, so I can target enemy weaknesses.”
“So now you can be useless in three more elements? Wonderful. I can’t add any more Shards right now, but I got a cleanse Skillshard waiting for my next open slot. We haven’t actually run into any venomous monsters yet, but it won’t hurt to be ready for when we do.”
“Good thinking James. Ed?” asked Kevin.
“Nothing new yet. Can’t really take any new Shard until my goblin is Sealed.”
“And nothing for me too. Ram-kin won’t give me any new slots, so I'm stuck until it closes.”
 
By that point, breakfast has arrived, and Ed’s group spent the next half hour in relative quiet, before getting up and heading out of the Pug.
The stairway led Ed's party to a ruined stone room. Shoots of grass grew from the broken floor, some growing up the surrounding walls. The ceiling was completely missing, allowing light from the blood red moon to shine through. The rotten remains of two bunk beds took up most of two of the walls, and a small window let in some more light from the third. A single half rotted door lead out of the room.
Ed summoned his goblin as soon as he entered the room, noting that the spear carried by the goblin wasn't the same spear as yesterday. The shaft was smoother, and head broader and more regular. If yesterday's spear was made by an apprentice weaponsmith crafting his very first weapon, today's spear was made by the same weaponsmith as part of his journeyman test.
"Ruins biome," said Kevin after looking around himself. "Probably undead enemies, but could be beasts or slimes. There shouldn't be traps this low, but we should still be careful. Same order as yesterday."
Nodding her acceptance, Ingrid opened the door and left the room, finding herself in a long corridor leading left and right from their room. The corridor still had most of its ceiling left, but random holes let in enough light to see by. To the left, the corridor continued for about twenty meters, with doors set regularly on both sides, every five meters. To the right, the corridor continued for another twenty meters, with the same doors on both sides, and one double door on the end.
"We'll start with the door directly across from us, and then go left. I'm betting the double doors lead to the boss, eventually, and we'll want to clear the floor before getting to it," Kevin told the group.
Ingrid opened the door across from them, and immediately had to block an arrow fired from within the room. Charging into the room to make way for the rest of the party, she used her new provoke skill, focusing the enemies' attacks on herself and letting the rest of the group enter the room and attack.
The room was a mirror image of the one they started in, except for also containing its original inhabitants.
Two skeletons holding short bows occupied the two corners opposite of the room's entrance, and two walking corpses crowded Ingrid, who was kept busy blocking their rusty shortswords with her shield and mace. She used her shield bash skill on one of the zombies, staggering it for a second, but it appeared to be immune to the stun effect. She managed to block the attack from the second zombie and one of the archers, but one arrow managed to hit her stomach. Ingrid's wince indicated that while her leather armor prevented the arrow from dealing a serious wound, it wasn’t good enough to completely block the damage.
"Ed, take the skellys. One after the other," shouted Kevin as he fired a piercing arrow at the staggered zombie. "Lucy, focus on Ed's skelly. My arrows and the goblin's spear won't do much against them, so we'll work on the zombies. James, keep Ingrid up. Let's get this done!"
As Ed approached the skeleton on the left corner, it dropped its bow and attacked him with its bare boned fists instead. Ed easily kept it out of reach with his quarterstaff, his blows chipping the skeleton's bones, and occasionally shattering a rib.  Lucy's Firebolts were more effective, and the skeleton was down less than half a minute later. Ingrid's taunt has expired by then, so Lucy turned her attention to the zombies while Ed ran to the other corner to force the second skeleton to melee. Without the ranged attacks, Ingrid had very little trouble keeping the slow moving zombies from hitting her, and by the time Ed and Lucy finished up with the second skeleton, Ingrid, Kevin and the goblin had killed one of the zombies, and the second was down before Ed could reach them to help.
"Good work everyone. These look like guards of some sort, so we might be in a ruined castle here. Let's see if they have anything of value."
As usual in the lower floors, the weapons carried by the skeletons and zombies were next to useless. The swords too rusted to be repaired and the bows falling apart as soon as the skeletons using them were dead. The only thing of value on the monsters was a copper corporal's insignia on one of the zombies.
"Nothing but essence drops. I doubt we'll see more than those until we reach the boss." Ingrid said after taking the insignia from the corpse. "Still, if there are four of them in each room, we should get decent essence for our Shards at least."
"Yeah. We'll wait ten minutes to regen mana, and move on," answered Kevin.
The rest of the rooms on the floor were similar to the first. Four undead in each, at least one of them a zombie and one a skeleton. In three zombie rooms, Ed and Lucy took out the single skeleton while Ingrid tanked two of the zombies with James's help, and Kevin and Ed's goblin took out the third. In three skeleton rooms, it proved easier to let Ingrid take out the skeletons, since her mace was by far the most effective weapon the group had against them.
It took several hours to clear the floor, during which Ed received several level up messages, leaving all of his Shards at level two. The party settled in one of the rooms near the double doors to regain their mana before the presumed boss fight.
	Eduard Fergusson

	Race
	Human
	Class
	None
	Shards
	2/2

	Strength
	6
	Dexterity
	7
	Wisdom
	4

	Constitution
	7
	Agility
	8
	Intelligence
	7

	HP
	20/20
	Mana
	18/18

	HP regen
	0.7/hour
	Mana regen
	7/hour

	
	Shard
	Level
	Essence

	Phantasmal Worker
	2
	16/200

	Summoner
	2
	220/600

						


 
	Phantasmal Goblin

	Race
	Goblin
	Class
	None
	Shards
	2/2

	Strength
	4
	Dexterity
	6
	Wisdom
	2

	Constitution
	2
	Agility
	4
	Intelligence
	1

	HP
	7
	Mana
	4

	HP regen
	0.2/hour
	Mana regen
	1/hour

	
	Shard
	Level
	Essence

	Goblin
	2
	380/1000

	Spearman
	2
	580/600

						






Chapter 4: 

Bears Bearing Gifts

A group of five enemies were waiting for the party beyond the double doors. There were two of the now familiar skeleton archers, two zombies carrying rusted shields and swords, and a single skeleton wearing rotted red robes and carrying a wooden staff topped by a fist sized ruby.
"Skeleton mage!" yelled Kevin. "Ingrid, Lucy, go after it. We need to take it down fast. Ed, take one of the archers, and send your goblin to hold the zombies. James, try and keep the goblin alive until we can free Ingrid to deal with them."
Unfortunately, Kevin's plan didn't last too long. Ed managed to get to the first skeleton archer, causing it to drop its bow and claw at him, and his goblin managed to draw one of the zombies into melee combat, doing its best to keep the larger and stronger monster out of its reach. The second zombie, however, blurred and appeared in front of Ingrid, who was on her way to the mage, and slammed its shield into her face, stunning her.
Lucy launched a Firebolt at the zombie attacking Ingrid, causing it to turn from the shieldbearer and start shuffling towards her. Kevin, meanwhile, was shooting piercing shots at the zombie attacking the goblin.
The second archer started shooting at the stunned Ingrid, scoring a nasty hit to her leg, and causing James to shift his focus from healing the goblin to healing her. The skeleton mage, left alone, launched a sizzling bolt of green acid at the goblin, killing it instantly.
Ed, who had regained all of his mana by then, resummoned the goblin next to the skeleton mage, forcing the undead caster to turn away from attacking the other party members.
Lucy wasn't having much trouble staying out of the shuffling zombie's range, but couldn't actually stand still long enough to attack, and the second zombie managed to hit Kevin with the same dash and bash combo the first monster used on Ingrid, stunning him and starting to hit him with its sword.
Ingrid came out of her stun a couple of seconds, and one more arrow wound, later, and immediately used her provoke to focus the monsters' attention on herself, and ran towards the skeleton mage, just in time to replace the phantasmal goblin, who was hit by a second acid bolt.
"Lucy, focus on my skeleton!" Ed shouted. "We need to start reducing their numbers!"
The two zombies were still trying to catch up with Ingrid, and so weren't an issue quite yet, and Ingrid's shield was sturdy enough to survive the acid bolts at least for a couple of minutes, but the second skeleton had a clear shot at her back, and was hitting her faster than James could heal. Fortunately, the combined attacks from Ed and Lucy were enough to kill the skeleton archer, freeing Ed to go after the second one, and Lucy to start attacking the mage. Kevin came out of stun a few seconds later, and went back to attacking the zombies, quickly taking down first one and then the other.
By then, the skeleton mage died from the combination of Ingrid's mace and Lucy's Firebolts, and the party made short work of the final skeleton.
"This was not my idea of fun," Ingrid said as soon as she got her wind back. "I don't think we should go deeper today."
"Definitely not," agreed Kevin. "This is not a good biome for us. Let's loot the bodies and get back out."
The two zombies both had the corporal insignia the party was used to seeing, but the best loot by far was the mage's staff, the first actual enchanted item found by the party.
	Lesser Mage Staff
A staff used by apprentice mages the world over.
+1 Intelligence
+10% mana regen



James and Lucy immediately started arguing about which one of them should get the staff, forcing Kevin to separate them.
"We'll take it with us and you can both roll for it back at the Pug."
Ed's goblin had leveled its Spearman Shard to level 3 after the last fight, opening a slot that could be used to Slice any melee-related Skillshard that could be used with a spear, and he split from the party after getting his share of the credits, telling them that he wanted to stay and buy some mana potions for their next delve, and went looking for a new Shard.
There were many Skillshards that fit the requirements of melee-related and spear compatible. There was Leap attack, which would unlock the Dragoon class on ranking up Spearman. There was Impale, which would greatly increase the goblin's damage against armored and pierce-resistant foes. There were any number of elemental edge skills. The problem was that most of the Skillshards that would fit the slot required mana to use, which the goblin simply didn’t have. Therefore, Ed's choice of Skillshard was a simple Sharpness Skillshard. The Shard wouldn't offer the mobility of Leap, the flexibility of elemental damage, or even the large damage increase of Impale, but was instead a reliable, passive damage increase for all slashing and piercing weapons, was always active and came with no mana cost.
Not forgetting the mana potions, Ed got back to the Drunken Pug in time to join the rest of the party for lunch, an event that was accompanied by James's gloating over winning the skeleton mage's staff.
After lunch, the party members all went upstairs and into their individual rooms to rest for an hour, promising to meet downstairs for another delve later.
Ed had just entered his room and was planning on drinking one of the mana potions so he'd be able to summon his goblin and Slice the new Shard, when he was interrupted by a knock on his door.
"May I come in?" asked Ingrid when Ed opened the door.
"Of course. What brings you here?"
Ingrid entered the room and made sure the door was closed and locked behind her, before turning to glare at Ed, hands crossed in front of her.
"Your goblin had a different spear today. I may not be a scholar and tinkerer like Grandad, but I'm still Bjørnson enough to know that summons don't change their shape even when they level up."
“I’m still trying to understand this myself,” Ed answered. “I didn’t find a summon Shard in my delve. It was a goblin Raceshard, and through a really weird coincidence it ended up Sliced into my phantasmal worker, turning it into a phantasmal goblin.”
Ingrid sat down abruptly. “That’s a fairly big discovery there. Does your phantasmal worker Shard gain essence now?”
“It got changed to ‘Conjure Phantasm’, and yeah. It gains essence, but at a reduced rate.”
“That’s a fairly big change there.”
“It gets bigger. The description told me that I could give it more Shards to increase its capabilities, so I gave it a Spearman class.”
“And the spear changed when the class leveled?”
“Got it in one. I was planning on doing a bit of experimenting with it before putting it out on the wiki.”
“Can I get you to keep it quiet for a while?” Ingrid asked. “If we report it to my family correctly, I’ll get to finish my reise and you’ll get the family’s support for finding it out.”
“I don’t want this kept quiet. It can help a lot of delvers to survive.”
“Only until the rest of the families pull the phantasmal worker out of the outside markets, I’m afraid. Besides, my family doesn’t hold that kind of information secret. We’ll get it to the proper scientific journals, get you proper credit, and then it can go on the wiki. Slight delay, but it gets you the full support of a major House.”
“I won’t be able to hide this though. If the spear keeps changing, or if I can rank-up the Raceshard, people are going to notice. Especially since James is streaming it for the whole world to see.”
“Eh. We’re a tier zero party. How many watchers can he possibly have? But you do have a point. We could just say that you got a higher tier summons when it’s time to rank up, but you’ll be crippling yourself by not using enough Shards, or not using the best available Shards. Hel, have you been running around with just the one Shard so far?"
"I actually got a Summoner Classshard after our first group delve. I figured it would be a better direction for me than a melee class now."
"Huh. Good choice. But you won't be able to explain having it at this point, so you won't be able to actually use its abilities. Not to mention that you won't be able to summon a second phantasm without giving the whole game away."
"I know. But the only option I see is to either keep switching groups every time I level up a Shard, or just go solo."
"Which might not be such a bad idea, actually. With your phantasms, you're potentially a whole party on your own."
"Sure, but with a full party we can have ten effective party members, which gets around the five person limit the Labyrinth allows in normal floors."
"What I don't get is how nobody's done this before. We've had hundreds of thousands of delvers over the years. I know we keep learning about new Shards, race evolutions and class rankups, but something like this? 90% of all delvers use Impediments. How has none of them learned of this yet?"
"How do you know they haven't? I wouldn't be shocked to find that the Five have been silencing independent delvers since day one."
"My family would never try to suppress something this big," Ingrid mused. “And if we knew anything about it, Uncle Mathias would be using it by now. ”Then again, I can easily see the Adam bastards or Hermes snobs trying to keep this to themselves. Not to mention Tenebris. Those guys barely talk to anyone. But I really doubt that they could keep this from us Bjørnsons. And if the family knew about this, then I'd know about this."
“I have no idea then. It was a fairly big coincidence that got my first phantasmal worker shoved on the goblin Raceshard,” Ed shrugged.
“Speaking of which,” Ingrid changed the subject, “you said your Conjure Phantasm leveled up, right? What Shards are you going to Slice for your second summon?"
"I thought about going for either a healer or a magic DPS type. Probably get a nymph for the healer or a kobold Raceshard for the DPS, since they have decent elemental affinity."
"Yeah, right. You just want to summon a dragon after it evos."
"…That might have been a factor, yeah."
"I'd suggest going for the DPS then. James might be an 'arse', as he likes to say, but he's good at his job, and we're still low enough that potions can cover us in emergencies. But an extra elemental damage dealer could easily be the difference in a slime or golem biome."
"That's a good point. I should have enough credits to get the Raceshard and a Skillshard after our next delve. But that really doesn't help if we can't explain how I can Slice a new summon Skill."
Ingrid kept pacing in quiet for a few minutes, and then abruptly told Ed to wait until she got back, and left his room.
When she got back, Ingrid threw a blue armband at him. "Put this on."
Ed unfolded the armband, and saw that it was imprinted with the image of a cartoon bear wearing a pair of goggles. The symbol of the Bjørnson family.
"Your story is that you lied to us when you first met us. My mother got worried when she heard about Chad's death, so she sent an armsman to guard me. She's not supposed to do it when I'm on reise, but most Bjørnsons don't go for melee positions, so it's not implausible. You're a Summoner, and have special Skillshards provided by my family. When you get a new phantasm, we can just say your first one got Sealed. We can direct any questions to my family, and they’ll deny having anything to do with it until they’re ready to release the information."
"I don't think pretending to be an armsman is a good idea."
"Who said anything about pretending?" asked Ingrid innocently.
◆◆◆
 
"If I wanted to be caught up in Five Family shenanigans I'd have joined one!" James said angrily from his place near Ed's closet.
"Sure, because it's just sooooo easy to join a Family," answered Lucy from her place on Ed's bed
After giving Ed the news that he was an armsman and her bodyguard, Ingrid called the other members of the group to Ed's room, claiming that she recognized Ed as a member of her House sent by her mother. The rest of the party was not happy to find out about Ed's 'new' status.
"My brother is a senior armsman in Adam. He got me my starter Shards, and he could have gotten me in if I wanted it."
"Which really doesn't change the fact that James is right," interjected Kevin. "This is an independent party. We accepted Ingrid because everyone knows about the Bjørnson's reise, but an active armsman is something completely different."
"There you go. Even if Lucy sides with you, which we all know she will, Kevin's the tie breaker. Ed's out."
"If Ed is out, then so am I," Ingrid stated. "I won't risk being pulled out of reise over Mother's anxiety."
"We'd hate to lose you over this, Kevin," added Lucy. "But…"
"Him and me," James interjected.
"We'd hate to lose you over this, Kevin," Lucy repeated, "But I'd hate losing Ing even more."
"You!" James sputtered, unable to even finish the sentence.
"For God's sake James. You know she's doing it just to anger you," Kevin sighed, and opened the door. "Delve is canceled. We can't enter the Labyrinth like this. Ed can stay, but this is the last interference from the Families, or I am the one leaving the group."
Kevin left the room followed by James. When the door slammed close behind him, Lucy turned to Ingrid.
"Out with it."
"Luce…"
"Don't give me that. You can't expect me to believe you just suddenly recognized Ed, and you never do what your mother says. I trust you and I've got your back, but you can't pull that over me."
"You're right, Luce. I'm sorry. Ed wasn't an armsman before today, and I've never seen him before yesterday. I’ll let Ed tell it, since it’s his story. But please keep it a secret until I’m ready to finish my reise."
"You, spill!" Lucy turned to Ed with narrowed eyes. "What secret was good enough for my girl here to almost split a decent party over?"
When Ingrid nodded for him to continue, Ed did, in fact, spill. Lucy cursed up a storm after hearing that an Impediment she didn't have could be overcome, and dragged Ingrid out of the room, muttering about helping her do something useful with her Chromatic Sorcery.
With that bit of drama over with, and an afternoon to fill, Ed opened his laptop and spent the next few hours researching Shards and planning builds for himself and his summons, and then went back to the bazaar to buy the Shards needed for a second phantasm.
	Phantasmal Kobold

	Race
	Kobold
	Class
	None
	Shards
	2/2

	Strength
	3
	Dexterity
	1
	Wisdom
	3

	Constitution
	2
	Agility
	2
	Intelligence
	6

	HP
	7
	Mana
	15

	HP regen
	0.2/hour
	Mana regen
	6/hour

	
	Shard
	Level
	Essence

	Kobold
	1
	0/500

	Icebolt
	1
	0/100

						


The new summon was far weaker than the goblin, and would remain that way until it could be given a class that could boost its mana regeneration, but Ed wasn't sure that a sorcerer, or even a Hydromancer, would give the summon an offensive ability, and didn't want to risk a phantasm that would be unable to gain essence.
Satisfied with his Shards, Ed went to sleep, hoping that things will have calmed down by morning.
◆◆◆
 
In the morning, Ed was prepared for the arrival of the coffee zombie, and had three cups of coffee waiting by the time Lucy and Ingrid came downstairs. Lucy chugged her first cup like a veteran frat bro downing his first pint of the semester, then slowed down enough to shoot Ed a grateful smile before starting on her second. Ingrid grumbled jokingly about having to order her own, and the three sat companionably to wait for the rest of the party.
Kevin joined them a few minutes later. His greeting was a bit chilly, but it looked like he was mostly over the argument, and resigned to having some interference from the Bjørnsons.
James, on the other hand, was most definitely not over his anger from the previous evening, and pointedly ignored everyone at the table except for Kevin.
After a not very pleasant breakfast, the group made its way to the Labyrinth, choosing once again to enter the second floor.
They found themselves in a large cave, with the familiar glowing moss on the walls and a small stream of water running on one side.
Kevin raised an eyebrow at seeing Ed's new phantasm, but didn't bother commenting on it, and instead mechanically ordered the group into their familiar marching order, placing the kobold at the second to last position right before Ed, and the rather subdued group headed deeper into the cave.




Chapter 5: 

Moving Up

Other than the sound of the stream, the cave was completely silent. There were no goblins chattering in the distance. No clicking of bare bones on the ground. The party saw and heard nothing other than the moss covered walls and wandering streams. For all they could tell, the cave may as well have been completely empty.
The first indication that there was anything alive in the floor besides the party was the ground opening up in front of Ingrid, and a huge set of mandibles snapping out, catching her and starting to drag her into the lair of the giant trapdoor spider.
Fortunately for Ingrid, her party members weren't lulled into complacency by the seemingly empty cave, and reacted quickly to the surprise attack. As a struggling Ingrid fought to stay on her feet, a pink Firebolt and a standard colored Icebolt hit the spider at nearly the same time, followed quickly by a piercing arrow. The spider, shrieking in pain, tried to retreat back into its lair, but Ed's goblin stabbed its abdomen and held on to it long enough for Ingrid to shield bash it, and the stunned spider was quickly defeated.
"You OK Ingrid?" asked Lucy.
"Yeah. It didn't actually do any damage, just a grapple attack."
"Vermin floor," said Kevin with obvious disgust. "Any of you picked up a harvesting Skillshard?"
Silently shaking heads were the only answer to his question. "We're not getting any credits out of this floor. Keep going or leave and try again for a better biome?"
"Keep going. The Labyrinth doesn't like it when people cheese it," answered Lucy.
"Oh puh-lease," James rolled his eyes in exasperation. "Whatever, or whoever is in charge of this place, they have far better things to do than keep watch over a tier zero party."
"You don't know that! There’s been more than enough instances of…"
"Cut it out, you two," interjected Kevin. "This isn't the time for this debate. Lucy is voting for going on, and I take it that you are voting to leave and come back, James?"
"Yeah. Fighting for no credits isn't worth the effort."
"Ingrid?"
"Sorry, Luce, but I'm voting to leave. I hate the creepy crawlies."
"Ed?"
"Out. Where there's one spider there will be more, and we still don't have a good way to deal with poisons."
"Out it is then. Let's go."
◆◆◆
 
The Labyrinth was either infinite or ever changing. No one was sure which, and outside of some very specific types of philosophers, nobody was sure it even matters. A person has access to any floor he was able to previously reach, and a group could enter any floor that all its members had access to. What you could never choose, however, was the contents of the floor. You could enter a floor one day and find a goblin infested cave, and enter the same floor again the day after to find yourself fighting winged lions on a flying island. Go high enough, and you could find yourself underwater, or jumping between platforms floating on lava. Only two things seemed consistent. Continue from one floor to the next without exiting to the bazaar, and you'll likely find yourself in a similar biome. Leave the Labyrinth, wait half an hour, and go back in, and you'll be switched to a new location.
Many people believe that the Labyrinth is random. They would show you data that claims that the chance of finding goblins in floor 5 is the same as the chance of finding slimes. They'll give you the confidence intervals of the chance your third consecutive floor will have the same biome as your first. They'll talk for hours about confirmation bias.
Others claim there is order in the chaos. That the apparent randomness obscures active intent. It could be that the Labyrinth itself is alive and sentient, or it could be that it is being directed by aliens, gods or both.
"You really think that whatever is in charge of this thing cares enough to get angry that we chose to reset the floor?" Ed said to Lucy as they were waiting for the floor to reset.
"It can't be random,” Lucy answered. “You sit down in the Pug’s common room, and you hear the stories. People getting precisely the Shards that will fit their build after a hard delve they’ve persisted through, or people bailing out on a floor they don’t like only to get an even worse option on their next attempt."
"I've never actually thought about it. But is that really significant? People look for patterns in anything. It’s just how we’re wired. But our bias doesn’t mean the patterns are real."
"I don’t know, but is it really worth the risk that they are?"
Kevin, who spent the last half an hour talking with Ingrid out of Ed's earshot, called out to the party. "Time's up people. Let's go in and try to actually get some delving done today."
It might have been Ed's imagination, but Kevin seemed a little less cold towards Ingrid and himself than he was during their first attempt.
Their half hour done, the party started walking back towards the stairway.
Lady luck, or the gods of the Labyrinth, or just the cold, uncaring randomness of the universe, was with them, and when Ed's party re-entered the Labyrinth, they found themselves in another goblin cave. Between the addition of another magic damage dealer and Ingrid's taunt ability, the normal mobs on the floor were barely enough to slow the party down, and James grumbled to his viewers about his Cure Lesser Wounds Shard not gaining any essence. The party quickly cleared out the floor and approached the boss chamber.
"Hold on a second," Ed told the party before they started the boss fight. "My Summoner leveled up, and I need to Slice a Skillshard before we continue."
"What are you Slicing?" Lucy looked curiously as Ed took a yellow Shard out of his bag and pushed it into the clear pentagonal patch the Summoner Classshard left on the back of his right hand.
"Summoner gives a slot for a buff skill, so I got a tier 0 Lightning Field. Figured another elemental damage option can't hurt."
"Nice. That'll work really well when you get the aura channel on level five."
	Lightning Field
Tier 0
Level 1
0/100 essence
Adds an elemental lightning damage component to all attacks.
+1-3 lightning damage
-5 maximum mana when active



"Enough chitchat. Let's go get that boss." Interrupted Kevin, who was clearly at least somewhat still upset about Ed lying when he joined the group.
The floor boss waiting for them in the final chamber was clearly some sort of goblin shaman. It was dressed in a skirt made of finger bones and used the skull of a horned rabbit, with horn still attached, as a hat. The short scepter it held in its hand was adorned with yet another skull, this one from some sort of bird, its eyeless holes glowing a sickly green.
The shaman was accompanied by four other goblins, two carrying short, rusted swords and two standing in the back of the room, whirling slings ready to fire.
Ed and his goblin took one of the swordgoblins each, leaving Ingrid free to activate her taunt ability on the slingers and run towards the shaman, stunning him with a shield bash.
The enemy goblins seemed to be more resilient than the other goblins the party encountered on the floor, but battle was still quickly over, with Ingrid, Ed and the goblin spearman taking minor damage which James was able to heal almost before it registered. The party quickly looted the fallen goblins, finding nothing of note other than the bird skull on the shaman's scepter, and even that turned out to be nothing more than a higher grade essence drop.
There wasn't even a discussion about leaving the Labyrinth. The party left the floor, crossed the walkway over the bazaar without even looking on the floor, which lay behind them, and entered the third floor.
Luck was still with them, it seems, and the third floor seemed like a direct continuation of the second. The goblins roaming the passageways were stronger, but still no match for a whole party. The goblins in the chambers, now in groups of four with at least one shaman or two slingers, weren't proving to be much more of a challenge. The party's front line did take some damage from the ranged opponents, but never enough for them to be in any real danger. There wasn't an actual boss to this floor, and instead the party found themselves facing a small horde of ten goblin melee fighters holding an assortment of rusted weapons, four goblin slingers, and two shamans.
"Back to the entrance!" Kevin shouted as soon as he saw what they were facing. "We'll use it as a choke point to stop them from swarming us. Ingrid and Ed, you take the front. Goblin behind you with his spear. We'll have to take the melee as they come and ignore the shamans and slingers until we can thin them out a bit."
Ingrid took the right side of the entrance, with Ed on her left. The goblin mini horde charged their position almost mindlessly, losing two of their numbers to arrows and elemental bolts before they could even reach them. The remaining eight monsters reached the entrance in one green wave, but the narrower tunnel let only three of them to close in to melee range at any given time.
In an open room, eight goblins would have easily surrounded Ed and Ingrid, leaving Kevin and the casters vulnerable to attack. If the goblins were more intelligent, or better led, they would have rotated their attackers, letting the shamans heal their wounded before sending them back into combat.
But in the narrow tunnel, and facing the almost mindless goblins, Ed and Ingrid had little trouble holding the line. They took the occasional hit, from both melee weapons and slingshots, and they weren't doing much damage to their opponents, and what damage they did manage to do was quickly healed by the shamans. Ed's kobold, casting triads of Icebolts at the goblins, ran out of mana almost immediately, but not before taking out two of the enemies. Kevin and Lucy, having far better staying power than the kobold, managed to slowly whittle down the goblin numbers, until eventually the last sword wielding goblin fell, followed quickly by the shamans and slingers.
"Let's loot the bodies. We'll wait half an hour to regain some mana, and then I suggest we continue to the next floor, as long as we seem to have a good biome. Anyone objects?"
Kevin looked around at his party members, not seeing any objections to his plan.
While they were waiting to regain mana, Ed took a few minutes to look over his status, as well as that of his summons. He wished he had a Classshard for his kobold, now that its Icebolt was Sealed, but he didn't have enough credits left after buying the other Shards.
	Eduard Fergusson

	Race
	Human
	Class
	Summoner
	Shards
	2/2

	Strength
	6
	Dexterity
	7
	Wisdom
	4

	Constitution
	7
	Agility
	8
	Intelligence
	8

	HP
	20/20
	Mana
	20/20

	HP regen
	0.7/hour
	Mana regen
	6/hour

	
	Shard
	Level
	Essence

	Conjure Phantasm
	3
	96/300

	Summoner
                        Lightning Field
	4
4
	120/1200
280/400

						


 
	Phantasmal Goblin Spearman

	Race
	Goblin
	Class
	Spearman
	Shards
	2/2

	Strength
	5
	Dexterity
	6
	Wisdom
	2

	Constitution
	2
	Agility
	5
	Intelligence
	1

	HP
	7
	Mana
	4

	HP regen
	0.2/hour
	Mana regen
	1/hour

	
	Shard
	Level
	Essence

	Goblin
	3
	840/1500

	Spearman
                           Sharpness
	4
2
	580/1200
380/2000

						


 
	Phantasmal Kobold

	Race
	Kobold
	Class
	None
	Shards
	1/2 (1)

	Strength
	3
	Dexterity
	1
	Wisdom
	4

	Constitution
	2
	Agility
	2
	Intelligence
	6

	HP
	7
	Mana
	16

	HP regen
	0.2/hour
	Mana regen
	6/hour

	
	Shard
	Level
	Essence

	Kobold
	2
	880/1000

	Icebolt
	5
	Sealed

						


The fourth floor of the Labyrinth was still a cave network, but unlike the earlier floors, it was clearly not a natural cave. The marks of picks could be seen on the walls, and the glowing moss was replaced with torches set in regular intervals. A crude wooden door closed off the exit from the entrance chamber, and a pair of hobgoblins stood guard before it. Wearing crude hide armor and carrying long spears, the hobgoblins charged Ingrid as soon as she passed through the door. She stunned one of her attackers with a shield bash, but by its very nature, a shield bash breaks one's guard, and Ingrid received a deep wound from the other hobgoblin's spear. Bleeding and at a disadvantage against the hobgoblin's longer weapon, Ingrid hunkered behind her shield and waited for the rest of the party to arrive.
Ed's goblin, arriving a second later, took advantage of the hobgoblin's attention being fixed on Ingrid, and stabbed it in its kidney. Jagged yellow lightning erupted from the goblin's spearhead, shocking the hobgoblin. Ed himself entered the room next, and immediately attacked the hobgoblin, dealing another shocking hit to the wounded monster and finishing it.
By the time the rest of the party was in the room, the second hobgoblin was also down, and all that was left was for James to heal Ingrid.
"Good work guys," Kevin told Ed and Ingrid. "We might want to start sending the summons in first from now on, since the Labyrinth is trying to catch us flat footed."
"Might be a good idea to send the goblin first all the time now," James offered. "These hobbos look at least somewhat organized, so we can't ignore the possibility of traps."
"Yeah, we might want to see about getting a locate and disarm trap Skillshard."
"And harvesting, and appraisal, and a dozen other things. We just don't have the slots for utility yet. The scapegoblin will have to do for now."
Having decided on a new marching order, the party opened the door and entered a roughly hewn passageway stretching for ten meters before ending at another crude door.
Waiting behind the door were two hobgoblin spearmen and two archers. Ingrid went toward one of the spearmen, while Ed took the other, having sent his goblin towards one of the archers. Ed and the hobgoblin spearman were fairly well matched in skill, and neither one of them could get a good hit on the other. Ed, however, had an advantage in his Lightning Field skill, since even a grazing hit would deliver the full elemental damage, and the hobgoblin was quickly pressured into a fully defensive stance, trying to block all of Ed's attacks.
Ingrid, meanwhile, had stunned the other spearman, and headed towards the second archer.
Ed's goblin had taken an arrow to its left arm on its way to the archer, but after that one hit the archer was forced to drop its bow and pull out a nasty looking dagger. The longer range of the goblin's spear was negated by the hobgoblin's longer arms, and it managed to grasp the spear's haft and close in, delivering a nasty wound to the goblin's stomach. The move cost it, however, as it wasn't paying attention to the ranged members of Ed's party, and was quickly slaughtered by a barrage of fire, lightning covered ice and steel, but not before dealing a killing blow to the goblin.
Ingrid blocked the second hobgoblin's arrow, and her shield and mace were more than a match for its dagger. A crippling mace blow to the hobgoblin's leg left it barely able to stand, and it took only a couple more hits to finish it.
Ed wasn't getting any further against his defensive opponent, but with both of the archers down, the rest of his party could gang up against the other spearman, finishing it shortly after it shrugged off Ingrid's stun, and with the whole party focused on Ed's opponent, it soon joined the rest of its squad in death.
When Ed resummoned his goblin, nobody could possibly miss the fact that it was carrying a different spear. The torchlight shone over a broad, serrated head sat on top of a heavy shaft made of dark brown wood. While made of mundane materials and unenchanted, this was clearly a spear made by a master weaponsmith.
"This may not be the time, but I really want an explanation about your gobbo and its spears," James stated.
"Not now," answered Kevin. "We need to rethink our strategy here. We can't lose the goblin every fight. It takes you how long to regenerate your mana, Ed?"
"Two and a half hours. And I don't have enough left to extend Lightning Field to my summons for the next fifty minutes."
"I thought so. Ingrid, you'll have to taunt both archers after stunning one of the fighters. Ed, you will take the other fighter, and your goblin will join once you have its attention. The rest of us will focus down the archers one after the other."
"I can do it, but I'm going to get hit. James, I'm counting on you to keep me on my feet."
"As if I ever let the group down," sneered James.
The following fights were not at all easy for the party. Ed and Ingrid ended up being hit a lot more than they might have liked, and only James's quick casting saved them from serious damage.
Ed thought that they were about halfway through the floor when he got a long awaited for message.
	Your Spearman Shard (Phantasmal Goblin Spearman) has leveled up!
+10% damage to all polearm damage
Spearman Shard (Phantasmal Goblin Spearman) is Closed and can rank up!



Soon after, when the party had stopped to rest and recover mana, Ed brought up the status and rank up menu for the spearman Shard.
	Spearman
Tier 0
Level 5
Closed
A variant on the Fighter class, Spearmen are trained in the use of spears and pikes.
+2 Strength
Gives basic knowledge and muscle memory needed to use spears and pikes.
+1 Shard slot, useable for a melee Skillshard that can be used with a spear.
+10% to all polearm damage
Rank up options
Spearman (tier 1)
Lancer (tier 1) requirements unmet
Dragoon (tier 1) requirements unmet



Having researched the spearman class tree before buying it for his goblin, Ed knew that the tier one spearman class would increase the abilities granted by the tier zero class, without offering anything new. Lancer was a step in the direction of the knight class, and would focus on more defensive abilities, and dragoon was a class focused on mobility skills and charging attacks. The recent battles have shown Ed quite clearly that his goblin had serious survivability issues, which both of the locked classes would address in their own way. Having none of the Skillshards needed to unlock either of them, Ed closed the status window and the party proceeded forward.
It was about half an hour, and three hobgoblin groups later, that the party found themselves in front of a fancier set of doors. Still crudely made, these double doors were decorated with badly drawn symbol depicting two crossed spears over a tusked skull, and written beneath them the words "Chiff Roome! No Enter!"
"Nice of them to mark the boss room," Ed remarked.
"And make the entrance wide enough for three of us to enter at once," added Ingrid.
"Everyone ready for the boss?" Kevin asked, and seeing nods from everyone in the party, "go ahead Ingrid."
Ingrid kicked the door open, and the party charged into the 'Chiff Roome'. Goblinoid decorating sense, apparently, was universal. The room was thirty meters across and twenty five wide, with a five meter high ceiling. Sputtering torches were more or less evenly spaced around the walls, in between crudely tanned furs. The floor was carpeted by more furs, and a large throne like chair, decorated with the skulls of horned rabbits and wolves, stood in the center, facing the entrance.
The largest hobgoblin that the party has ever seen sat on the throne. It must have been at least a hundred and ninety centimeters tall, and at least as much around its large belly. The hobgoblin chief was dressed in what once must have been a fancy set of robes, but was now stretched over a far larger girth that it was tailored for, and stained with the food of a hundred feasts. A crude iron crown decorated the chief's head, and it was holding a haunch of unidentifiable meat in one hand, and a long, thin staff in the other, with a surprisingly pretty looking banner on top of it, showing the same crossed spears and skull insignia that was on the door.
Standing behind the chief was a much smaller hobgoblin shaman, wearing a bone skirt and carrying a staff tipped with a hobgoblin's skull. Two hobgoblin spearmen stood on each side of the throne, and a large wolf lay in front of it, gnawing on a bone.
"Stupid humans!" shouted the chief as soon as the party entered the room. "You no read sign? This chief room! You no enter!"
The chief then slammed his banner down on the carpet, causing a circle of blue light to expand across the floor from the tip of the staff. When the light reached the other monsters, it briefly climbed them, and vanished.
"Kill the humans!" the chief shouted, before taking another bite of its dinner, and the hobgoblins and wolf charged to meet the advancing party.
"Ingrid, Ed, hold the melee. The rest of you, focus on the shaman!" Kevin shouted, before launching an arrow at the shaman.
Ingrid immediately used her taunt skill, followed by a shield bash to stun the first hobgoblin to reach her. These hobgoblins were much faster than any others the group fought, however, and the second hobgoblin reached her before she recovered from her attack, and managed to score a hit on her left arm. Ed intercepted the third hobgoblin warrior, and quickly found himself forced on the defensive, barely managing to block the hobgoblin's attacks. "I think the chief hasted them!" he shouted, trying to stop himself from backing away towards the party's back line. Ed's goblin was having an even worse time, taking numerous small hits from the larger and faster hobgoblin it was facing.
"We can't hold them for long!" Ingrid shouted while fighting the second hobgoblin. "As soon as my stun wears off, they'll start getting through!"
"Keep it up as long as you can!" Kevin answered her. "We're almost done with the shamaargh!"
Their full focus on the hobgoblins, the party lost sight of the wolf, which slinked around the room and leaped at Kevin from behind, biting down hard on his arm until it let out a loud snapping sound.
"We eat sheep tonight!" shouted the chief gleefully.
Fortunately for the party, the constant barrage was enough to kill the shaman, and the group's ranged attackers turned their attention to the wolf, which soon joined the shaman. By that point, the kobold was out of mana, and Ed sent it to physically attack one of Ingrid's hobgoblins. He didn't expect it to do any damage, but just distracting one of the attackers was better than nothing.
With three melee fighters and one semi-useless kobold to prevent the hobgoblins from ganging up on her, and with Lucy joining in, Ingrid managed to land some hits on her attacker, and managed to kill it in time to turn to the second hobgoblin, just in time to replace the now dispelled kobold.
"Can you taunt again?" Ed shouted at Ingrid, who growled out a challenge at hobgoblins instead of answering. Free from his attacker for a moment, Ed resummoned his kobold, now with full mana, and turned back to attack one of the two hobgoblins attacking Ingrid.
With the aid of the kobold and Lucy, Ingrid quickly killed another of the hobgoblins, and turned to the third one just in time to catch its attention after it killed Ed's goblin.
Lucy and the kobold left Ingrid to deal with the hobgoblin, turning their attention to Ed's foe, and quickly blasting it into oblivion. The kobold was once again out of mana, but with only one enemy actually fighting, its aid was no longer necessary, and Ed, Ingrid and Lucy quickly killed the last hobgoblin warrior.
Seeing his bodyguards dead, the chief threw aside its meal and stood from his throne, taking hold of a large axe that was lying next to him. "Now you fight chief! Strongest warrior in tribe!"
The chief charged the party, but while it might have once been the strongest warrior, too many full meals and not enough fighting had left him slow and clumsy, and he was quickly cut down and killed.
With the battle over, the members of the party caught their breaths, and turned around to treat the unconscious Kevin. Unfortunately, while James could heal his wounds and stop the bleeding, fixing Kevin's broken arm was beyond his ability.




Chapter 6: 

A Night on the Town

With Kevin out of commission, there was no discussion about continuing on. Floor five was well known as a "boss floor", and therefore a sharp difficulty spike, and even with the group in top shape, trying it would have been a huge risk. The group quickly looted the dead monsters, finding among the usual essence drops only one remarkable item.
	Banner of Lesser Haste
When held prominently, all allies of the holder gain a +25% bonus to movement and attack speed



Ed would have liked to take the banner as part of his share of the loot, but he was still in the position of a melee attacker, and wouldn't be able to use it together with his quarterstaff. Besides, the need to buy Shards for his phantasms left him with very little free credits, and the banner would reduce his share by a significant amount.
The party left the floor, taking the stairs back to the floor of the bazaar. Quickly selling their loot and dividing the credits, the party split, promising to meet again in the morning.
James left straight towards the Pug. A tough battle stream meant more income for him, and he meant to capitalize on it by chatting to his fans. Ingrid offered to escort Kevin to a healer that would treat his broken arm. The money to pay the healer was already taken from the combined loot, and wouldn't come out of Kevin's share.
Ed was planning on going to look for some Shards for both himself and his phantasms, but Lucy grabbed his arm before he could move away.
"I know you're going to look for Shards, and I need to buy a couple of them too. Come on, I'll buy you dinner and then we can go shopping."
"Shouldn't I be the one buying you dinner?" Ed asked, but didn't resist when she started pulling him deeper into the bazaar.
"As if you have any credits for it, with all the Shards you're buying all the time."
Ed had to concede her point, and walked with her, acutely aware of her closeness.
Lucy led Ed to a small restaurant attached to a butchery specializing in monster meat, and ordered them a variety platter full of familiar types of meat from weird and exotic beasts.
Between bites of horned rabbit bratwurst, Sæhrímnir bacon and behemoth minute steaks, Ed and Lucy talked about their respective shopping lists.
"I'm kind of torn, actually," Lucy said after washing a bite of bacon down with some mead. "We're getting higher in the Labyrinth, and we need more firepower, so I want to get a higher tier spell Shard. On the other hand, I'm our main bottleneck between fights, since we're mostly waiting for my mana to regen, so I'm thinking that a Manaflow Shard might be better."
"You're talking about a Shard for the slot from Elementalist, right?" Ed asked while cutting open and spreading mustard on a freshly baked bun. "You should go for the Manaflow. Passives are always a better use for bonus slots, and your mana will limit your use of a stronger spell anyway."
"You're probably right. I'm thinking of picking up both a Manaflow and a spell Shard now, so I'll have one ready if elementalist fills up in mid delve."
"Probably a good idea. And at least you have the cash for it," grumbled Ed.
"Poor Ed, using more Shards than anyone has any right to and running out of money," Lucy raised her hand, rubbing her finger and thumb to mime the world's smallest violin. "Speaking of which, what are you going to buy?"
"I'm honestly not sure. I could use a Manaflow myself. I'm still not sure how the mana cost for my… you know, is calculated. The first one rose from ten to fifteen when I Sliced spearman, which might mean that it'll rise again when I rank it up."
"Or," Lucy added, "It could be because of the spear instead of the spearman."
"Yeah. No way of knowing before I try it, and I don't want to risk not being able to use it. And if that weren't all, I've got Lightning Field ready to rank up, but I can't afford the increased mana reserve for it."
"So get the Manaflow."
"See, that's the thing. I'm also a front line warrior right now, and the monsters are starting to hit hard. I could really use an Endurance to boost up my HP."
"I get that, but you'd probably be better off with a Manaflow and Mage Armor, since you'll be able to share mage armor with your summons."
"There's that, yeah. I do think Manaflow is the better choice for now."
"What about your…  you know," Lucy asked, purposefully mimicking Ed.
"The mage is easy. Sorcerer, and Manaflow for when the Sorcerer has a slot for it. It's running out of mana too fast to be really useful for now. The Spearman is harder. It's too much of a glass cannon for now. I really want to go Lancer on it, but that means Armored Combat, and if Armored Combat works on it like spearman did, then it'll appear armored, which there's no way I'll be able to hide, and if you're right about the mana costs, it'll increase too."
"Seriously Ed, you can't possibly believe that Kevin and James missed seeing the spear today. That bird has long since flown the coop."
"You're right. I know you're right. So Armored Combat for the Spearman, and then Lancer when it has a slot open."
"So that's Sorcerer, two Manaflows, and Armored Combat? That quite a dent to your funds."
"Yeah. And that's without doing anything with the third and fourth, which will open up soon."
"I think you're going to have to leave those on the back burner for now, or people are really going to get curious about you."
"It's not like I have the credits to do much with them anyway."
Lucy paid for dinner, and she and Ed went looking for the Shards they needed, and a few more mana potions for each of them. It took a while to find everything Ed needed, and the two entered the Pug much later that evening.
"Can I come up with you?" Lucy asked Ed as they were approaching the tavern. "I want to see you Slice your phantasms."
"Sure thing."
The two entered Ed's room, making sure to lock the door behind them, and Lucy sat down on Ed's bed, and Sliced her new Manaflow Shard.
	Manaflow
Tier 0
Level 1
0/100 essence
Passive skill
Increase maximum mana and mana regeneration by 10%



Meanwhile, Ed downed the first of his mana potions, summoning his goblin spearman first.
Ed took out his Armored Combat Shard, and Sliced it into the goblin.
	Armored Combat
Tier 0
Level 1
0/100 essence
Passive skill
Decreases the movement penalty of armor by one tier



"Summon it again," Lucy said eagerly from her sit on the bed. "I want to see if it'll be armored now. I'll give you the mana potion for it."
"Sure. Looks like it's gone up to 20 mana now. That's my limit, so no ranking up for it until further notice." Ed drank another potion, and summoned his new and improved phantasmal goblin spearman.
Ed's goblin appeared wearing a leather jerkin, trousers and helm, and carrying its spear. Ed spent a moment to look at its status screen before dismissing it.
	Phantasmal Goblin Spearman

	Race
	Goblin
	Class
	Spearman
	Shards
	2/2 (1)

	Strength
	5
	Dexterity
	7
	Wisdom
	2

	Constitution
	2
	Agility
	5
	Intelligence
	1

	HP
	7
	Mana
	4

	HP regen
	0.2/hour
	Mana regen
	1/hour

	
	Shard
	Level
	Essence

	Goblin
	4
	250/2000

	Spearman
                           Sharpness
	5
2
	Locked
1290/2000

	Armored Combat
	1
	0/100

						


"Nice," Lucy said. "We can probably assume that its armor will improve with the Shard, just like the spear."
"You're probably right. I'll have to talk to Ingrid about an excuse for this. Some sort of Bjørnson experiment."
"Yeah. People will believe almost anything about Mad-Ved's lot."
Ed agreed, summoned his kobold and Sliced the Sorcerer Shard.
"That's it for now. I'll keep the rest for when they become relevant." Ed placed his bag on the desk, and turned towards Lucy. "I had a lot of fun this evening. Thank you for the dinner and your company."
Lucy rose and approached him. "The fun doesn't have to end yet," she said, placing her left hand behind Ed's neck.
"Lucy?" Ed started, but Lucy placed her finger on his lips to silence him.
"We could have died today. We could die tomorrow. Delvers can't afford to be shy."
Instead of answering her, Ed placed his own arm behind her shoulders, and leaned in to kiss her. And it might have been his imagination, but he thought he could still taste the sweetness of the mead on her lips.
◆◆◆
 
Ed woke up the next morning to the pleasant smell of Lucy's hair. She was lying on her side, naked, her back pressed against Ed's chest, his face pressed against her neck and his arm laid across her belly. He was feeling a pressure in his bladder, so he gently disentangled from her and stood up to go to the restroom.
By the time Ed finished brushing his teeth and dressing, Lucy was starting to stir, and Ed went down to the common room, and made sure to order the usual three cups of coffee. His timing was excellent, and Lucy joined him just in time to instantly drain her first cup of the day, and promptly plop down in his lap and give him a coffee flavored kiss. "Morning Ed."
"Morning Lucy," Ed said with his left arm around her waist and his right reaching for his own cup.
"Luce," She said between sips of her second cup, "Call me Luce."
"Looks like somebody had a good night," Ingrid said as she sat down on Ed's right side.
"Yes I did," Lucy answered her, pursing her lips in an air kiss. "And it looks like Ed doesn't mind public displays of affection either."
Ingrid leaned across Ed and kissed Lucy's pursed lips. "Vixen."
"Sow," Lucy answered her, and slid off Ed's lap just in time for James to miss seeing her do it.
"Where's our fearless leader?" James asked in lieu of a greeting.
"And good morning to you too, James," Ingrid answered. "Kevin is in his room. We didn't have enough credits for an instant heal, so it'll take him most of today to regen. We can go back to the Labyrinth by tomorrow morning."
"I see," James waved away the waiter coming to take his order. "In that case, I've got things I need to be doing." And he turned away and left the tavern without another word.
"Always the friendly sort," Ed said after James was out of earshot.
"Truer words have ne'er been spoken," agreed Lucy.
"You two got your shopping done yesterday?" Asked Ingrid.
"Yeah," Lucy answered her. "Ed could probably use a few more, but he wanted to keep some credits for irrelevant things. Like food."
"Actually," Ed interjected, "I thought of something this morning, and while it might cost a bit to try it out, it'll be really good if it works."
"Spill it," Lucy demanded.
"Not here. Let's finish breakfast and go back to my room, and I'll explain there."
The trio ate in companionable silence, enjoying the company but not wanting to postpone hearing about Ed's plan, and half an hour later, Lucy and Ingrid were sitting in Ed's room, waiting for his explanation.
"Here's what I'm thinking," Ed started after he made sure the door was locked. "My Conjure Phantasm skill lets me conjure up to one phantasm per level, but it doesn't say anything about a limit to how many different phantasms I have to choose from."
"What's your point?" Lucy interrupted him. "Having more phantasms then you can summon just spreads both your cash and your essence thinner."
"I'm not talking about making more phantasms to fight with right now, although I do have another summon slot open. I'm talking about using them as experimental subjects."
"OK, Now you've gotten me curious." Ingrid leaned forward to hear better.
"I'm thinking about the Frostfire Ball Jessica Baker created a few years ago. The one that got her accepted into Hermes."
"I remember that. She Sliced a Shard into her Fireball spell instead of her Classshard, and it got changed into frostfire. But she never told anyone which Shard she used, and attempts to repeat her accident caused the fireball Shards to explode and kill the users, and almost nobody… tries…" Ingrid trailed off as Ed's meaning registered.
"Yup. Nobody tries anymore because it's too dangerous, but if I have disposable phantasms to use…"
"I get what you're saying," Lucy interrupted. "But while a Frostfire Ball Shard would be very nice to have, I don't think it's something any of us can actually use right now."
"You're right. But I'm not talking about Frostfire Ball. Jessica Frostfire proves that combining Shards is possible, and logically we have to assume there are more of them, even if they are extremely rare."
"I hate to rain on your parade, but it's going to be like finding a needle in a haystack," Ingrid said. "If you had a lot more credits for Shards and mana potions, you'd be able to go somewhere with this. And as soon as we tell my family, I can guarantee that you'll get those credits. But from what you, or even the three of us, can raise right now?"
"I know we can't do large scale testing about this," Ed answered her, "but I have a hunch about one Shard in particular that we might be able to combine."
"My Impediment!" Lucy gasped. "You want to try and change Chromatic Sorcery like you did phantasmal worker!"
"That's brilliant," Ingrid whispered. "If we accept that Impediments were meant to be useful, we have to assume that it'll be easier to combine."
Lucy stood up excitedly. "I'll go buy some Shards so we can try." She turned towards the door, and then stopped. "What do we try to combine it with?"
"Well," Ingrid started, "it's called Chromatic Sorcery, so I'd bet it'll need to be combined with a spell of some sort. I don't know what spell would work though."
"I don't know if phantasmal worker would react to anything other than a Raceshard," Ed reasoned, "so we'll probably want to get one in case we can't do anything without it. And we have to assume that failing will destroy all the Shards used, so each attempt will cost one race, one chromatic, and one other spell."
"I've got the credits for three sets," Lucy said. "And this is about my Impediment, so I'm the one buying them."
"Then I think we should buy one offensive spell, one healing spell and one buff to try it with. That way we can cover the basics, at least."
"Sounds like we have a plan," Lucy turned back towards the door. "I'll go get the Shards. You two have things you need to talk about."
"I thought you and Lucy were a couple," Ed started after Lucy left the room, "but she seemed very sure about wanting to..."
As Ed turned to look at Ingrid, he saw that somewhere between the time Lucy stood up and the time she left the room, the shield bearer had taken off her armor, and was now striding towards him. When she reached him, Ingrid shoved him against the wall and kissed him roughly. "Luce and I are a couple, Ed." She told him after she finally came up for some air. “But that doesn’t mean there’s no room for a little bit more.”
It turned out that Lucy was wrong. There was very little talking in the room, at least for a while.




Chapter 7: 

Ram-ifications

They weren't quite finished by the time Lucy came back, and Ed found it a little strange to have Lucy watching. But if the girls weren't going to complain, then he sure as hell wasn't.
Once Ed and Ingrid were finished and dressed, Lucy handed her bag to Ed with a kiss and sat down in Ingrid's lap. "I take it that you had a good talk?"
"There was some talking, and it was certainly good." Ingrid answered. 
"I'm kind of waiting for the other shoe to drop," Ed added while taking numerous Shards out of Lucy's bag. "This is far too close to the kind of fantasy that gets a guy slapped."
"Not gonna happen," Lucy told him firmly. "It wasn't easy to find a guy we both liked that would be cool with it, and we're not letting you go now that we've found you."
"I can't argue about finding a guy you both liked, but I have a hard time believing anyone would say 'no'."
"You'll be surprised how many men get weirded out by a girl being aggressive."
"Not to mention how they react to someone built like me," Ingrid added. "If I hear the term 'snoo snoo' one more time, there may well be a death involved."
"Ugh. I apologize for my fellow men. Can't say I'm sorry for them being idiots though."
"Always the charme, Ed," Lucy laughed. "Points for the honesty though."
"Now let's see those phantasms," Ingrid said. "I want to see if your idea works."
"As you wish," Ed mock bowed and took out a Chromatic Sorcery Shard. "Let's see first if we can spare the Raceshards."
	Chromatic Sorcery
Tier 0
Level 1
0/100 essence
Allows the user to freely alter the color of any spell used.
 



Ed summoned a Phantasmal Worker, and tried to Slice the Shard into it, only for the Shard to pass through the phantasm as if it wasn't there. "Guess that's a no. Not unexpected, but worth the try."
Next, he took out one of the Raceshards Lucy bought, an Elf Shard. The Raceshard pierced the phantasm, and both vanished. After summoning the Phantasmal Elf, Ed Sliced the Chromatic Sorcery Shard into it, causing it to vanish again.
"And that's it for my mana," Ed said and drank on of the potions Lucy bought, and summoned the Phantasmal Elf again. "What do we try first?"
"Go for a heal," Ingrid said. "If it works, Luce gets a healing spell, and having some extra healing never hurts."
"Healing it is," Ed said and took out a Cure Lesser Wounds Shard, placing its tip on the pentagonal patch left by the Chromatic Sorcery on the elf's chest, and pushing it in.
◆◆◆
 
A splitting head ache woke Ed up an unknown time later. His head was resting on Lucy's lap, and Ingrid was holding a potion bottle above his mouth and the potion slowly into his mouth. Drop by drop the pain receded, and soon Ed felt well enough to finish drinking the potion. A blue message screen popped up in front of his eyes.
	You are suffering from Shardshock.
Mana regeneration and essence gains reduced to zero.
Time left: 2 hours, 43 minutes.



"What happened?"
"The phantasm popped as soon as you Sliced the Shard, and you just collapsed. You hit your head on the desk, so Ing went to get you a healing potion. I take it healing was a bust?"
"Let me check," Ed said and brought up the information for his Conjure Phantasm skill.
	Conjure Phantasm
Tier 0
Level 3
278/300 essence
Creates constructs made of pure mana to serve the user. One construct can be created per skill level.
Available phantasms
Phantasmal Worker
Creates a construct that can carry out simple tasks and will take up to ten points of damage before being dispelled.
The construct cannot attack or use any weapons.
Mana cost: 10
Duration: until dispelled
Phantasmal Goblin Spearman
Creates an armored goblin spearman that can fight and carry out simple tasks.
Slice more Shards to give the goblin more abilities.
Mana cost: 20
Duration: until dispelled
Phantasmal Kobold
Creates a Kobold that can cast Icebolt and carry out simple tasks.
Slice more Shards to give the kobold more abilities.
Mana cost: 10
Duration: until dispelled



"The elf is gone, so yeah. And I got a debuff called 'Shardshock' that stops my mana regeneration and essence gains."
"Ouch," Lucy winced. "Maybe we should stop."
"No. I want to see if we can make it work," Ed said before summoning another Phantasmal Worker. He took another Elf Shard, and Sliced it into the new phantasm.
After drinking another mana potion, Ed summoned the new elf, and Sliced it with another Chromatic Sorcery Shard. "I'll try the buff Shard next," he said and took up a Mage Armor Skillshard, before summoning the elf again.
"You should sit down before you try it again," Lucy cautioned. "Wouldn't want that pretty face damaged."
Ed sat down, and Ingrid went to stand behind him, placing her hands on his shoulders to keep him up in case he blacked out again. Ed started Slicing the Shard.
◆◆◆
 
His head was hurting again, and when he opened his eyes, the light in the room was blinding. A blue message screen let him know that his Shardshock debuff got extended by another three hours. He was lying on his bad again, his head in Lucy's lap and her hand brushing his hair back from his eyes. "I'm starting to get worried, Ed," She told him. "I think you should stop this."
"I have to agree," Ingrid said. "As excited as I was at a way to test combining Shards without danger, I don't like seeing you black out like that. It can't possibly be good."
"We only have one more," Ed answered them. "If this doesn't work, we'll forget about it."
Ed got up and drank a mana potion, quickly summoning a phantasm and picking up the last Raceshard Lucy brought. "Fox-kin? Interesting choice."
"Yeah, the merchant I bought these from ran out of pure int Raceshards after those two elves. I didn't want to waste more time looking for another merchant, and the Fox-kin was the closest he had."
"Works for me. I'll have to look up on evo options for it if it survives."
Ed quickly Sliced the Fox-kin Shard into the phantasm, and then resummoned it for the Chromatic Sorcery. "One more mana potion. I'm really starting to hate the taste."
Ed summoned his phantasmal fox-kin, and placed the tip of the last Shard Lucy bought, a firestorm, on the Chromatic Sorcery Shard, and pushed it in. The Shard slid smoothly into the pentagonal patch, and the phantasm vanished.
◆◆◆
 
The cluster of slimes was busy minding its own business. The large, grey, two meter diameter slime in the center was in the middle of dissolving a humanoid form that might have once been a human delver, or a hobgoblin resident of the Labyrinth. A couple of greyish slimes about a meter across were curving grooves in the floor of the cave, feeding on the rock itself, and three more half meter green slimes were bouncing around, hunting for small bugs or rodents.
Clouds that shouldn't have existed inside a cave suddenly formed above the cluster, and deep black drops of liquid started to fall on the slimes. If anyone was looking close enough at the drops, they would see that the drops weren't completely black, but rather looked like the light reflecting off an oil stain, with a rainbow of light swirling around over the black background. Multicolored lightning started to flash, hitting the ground and the slimes indiscriminately. Every time a drop of liquid or a bolt of lightning hit one of the green slimes, it would burn, freeze, shock or corrode the slime, seemingly dealing random elemental damage. The corrosive effects, however, never seemed to hit the grey slimes. The storm lasted a bare ten seconds, but that was more than enough to finish off the smaller slimes, and wound the boss enough that a trio of ice bolts and a thrust from a lightning covered spear were enough to finish it off. The aforementioned watcher, were they unaware of the nature of the storm, might have considered this extremely lucky for whoever caused it, as the grey stone slimes would be nearly immune to the earth damage effects. In reality, luck played no part in this.
	Chromatic Storm
Tier 2
Level 1
Essence 210/100,000
Summons a storm of elemental magic over a circular area with a diameter of three meters.
Everything inside the storm takes 1-6 damage every second.
Special
Chromatic Advantage: Chromatic Storm can deal fire, water, air or earth damage, and will always deal the type of damage most harmful to its targets.
Mana cost: 20 + 1/second



"I may have gotten a little over ambitious," Lucy said after canceling the spell. "I can't sustain it for more than ten seconds, and I'll need three hours to regain the mana."
"You basically just killed the fourth floor boss in ten seconds without anyone getting hurt," James did not sound happy about not getting to use his skills. "So cut it out with the bitching about your mana."
"How did you even get that insane spell?" Kevin snarled. "It's even worse than Ed and his suddenly armored goblin."
"I…" Lucy began.
"Don't bother. You'll just repeat Ed's lies anyway. If you're so set on keeping the bears' secret, why don't the three of you just go for a Family party?"
With Kevin's arm healed up, the party went straight back to the fourth floor of the Labyrinth that morning. The Labyrinth greeted them with another cave system, this one scoured clean of almost all vegetation by the slimes inhabiting it. The cave was populated by a variety of slimes, ranging from the small green basic slimes and up to the huge stone slime boss. Unlike the party's first venture into a slime floor right before Ed joined them, this delve proved to be almost too easy. Between Lucy's Firebolts, Ed's Lightning Field and the kobold's Icebolts, the party could easily dispose of the physically resistant but magically vulnerable slimes. Lucy's new Chromatic Storm Shard was even more effective against the slimes, and killed the first cluster the party encountered in less than five seconds. It was only the spell's prohibitive mana cost that let the rest of the party contribute.
Kevin, it seemed, was not at all happy. His skills were almost entirely useless against the slimes, and while his arm was functional, it was still painful enough to be irritating.
"Whatever. We'll grab the loot and get out. I want another floor four run today, and then tomorrow we'll think about going for the fifth."
The slimes all dissolved into harmless puddles upon death, and looting them mostly meant picking up their cores, which had varying alchemical uses depending on the type of slime, and could also be rendered down into free essence by a skilled alchemist. The boss, however, had a very welcome surprise for the party.
	Stoneskin
Tier 1
Level 1
Essence 0/100
Passive
Decrease physical and magical damage by 1% per level



Ingrid held up the grey Shard she picked up from the puddle that used to be a giant stone slime. "I've got a tier zero Stoneskin here. Anyone wants it, or do we sell and split?"
"I want it!" Kevin said at the same time as Ed's "I can certainly use it."
"Anyone else?" Ingrid asked.
James shook his head. "If an enemy is close enough to hit me, Stoneskin won't help. I've got better uses for my slots."
"Ditto," Lucy agreed. "This is far more useful to the front line then to us."
"Put it to a vote then. Who is in favor of giving the Shard to Kevin?"
"Don't bother," Kevin shouted at them. "I know you two will give it to Ed anyway." Kevin stormed towards the door and left without a backwards glance.
"Poor Kevin. Getting his arm broken by that wolf shook him," Ingrid threw the Shard to Ed. "It still makes more sense to give it to you."
"But I can see why he'd think we were favoring you," Lucy added.
"I do hope he'll calm down," James said. "He's a decent leader, despite being a drama llama. Ram. Drama rama. Yeah, that works."
By the time Ed left the Labyrinth, Kevin was out of sight. Ed went back to his room at the Pug, promising to join Lucy and Ingrid for lunch after finishing his rank ups and Slicing. His Summoner Classshard was maxed during the delve, giving several rank up options.
	Summoner
Tier 0
Level 5
Closed
The summoner specializes in summoning and empowering both called and conjured allies.
+2 Int
Store Pattern – When unsummoning, lets the summoner to store the summoned creature in his aura, letting it be recalled without spending more mana
+1 Shard slot, useable for buff Skillshards
Aura Channel – all buff Skillshards can be shared with one summon per level, but cost double to use.
Rank up options
Summoner (tier 1)
Battleweaver (tier 1)
Phantasmal Spinner (tier1)
Horde Summoner (tier 1) requirements unmet
 



Ed was familiar with three of the options. The plain Summoner rank up was obvious, and would increase the abilities granted by the tier zero class. The Battleweaver would let him turn his Lightning Field into walls and structures made of lightning. The Horde Summoner, which Ed would need to Slice more summoning Skillshards to unlock, would let him clone his summons into a veritable army.
Ed's original plan on Slicing the Summoner Shard was to go for the Horde Summoner. It was a rarely used option, since most summoners tend to abandon their summons after the fifth floor of the Labyrinth and favored the Battleweaver's abilities, but Ed's thought that his evolving summons would make the horde option viable even higher in the Labyrinth.
The Phantasmal Spinner was new, and something he'd never heard about. Ed mentally clicked on the phantasmal spinner option, and his eyes widened when he saw the class description.
"What the hell does that even mean?" he asked the empty room, or perhaps whatever was controlling the Labyrinth. "Who would even agree to that?"
Ed quickly declined the rank up option, planning on working towards the Horde Summoner option. First, however, he really needed to boost his mana before his summons started costing too much for him to use.
Ed took out a Manaflow Shard and Sliced it, noticing that in the still-open description of the Summoner class, its state changed from 'closed' to 'locked', indicating that he couldn't safely rank it up until one of his other Shards was maxed.
Next, Ed recalled his kobold from its stored pattern, and Sliced a Mage Armor Shard into its Sorcerer class. Despite what James said earlier, healers and ranged damage dealers did get attacked on occasion, and a little precaution might save him from having to resummon it during combat.
The last thing Ed had to do was rank up his goblin to the Lancer class. Fortunately, ranking up a phantasm's class didn't unsummon it, and seemed to have no effect on the mana cost, so Ed quickly resummoned his kobold and stored both of his summons.
◆◆◆
 
After a very pleasant lunch, Ed Ingrid and Lucy returned to the Labyrinth stairway to find James impatiently waiting. Kevin was nowhere to be seen, and took an extra half hour to arrive. Without saying a word, Kevin motioned everyone to follow him and marched into the Labyrinth.
The party found themselves in a hilly meadow, very similar to the one Ed entered on his first solo delve. They could see groups of large horned rabbits scattered around the grass. Unlike the rabbits Ed fought on his first day, these beasts were man sized or more, and at least one in each group was covered in thick rhino like hide instead of fur.
"We should leave," James said as soon as he saw the biome. "We still don't have any harvesting skills."
Kevin didn't even bother with an answer, and instead just launched a piercing arrow at a group of rabbits about fifty meters from the party, hitting a rhino hare and causing the entire group to charge towards the party.
Ingrid quickly took her spot in front of the charging rabbits, ready to stop them from reaching the archer, and the rest of the party followed, taking their regular positions and starting a barrage of ice and fire bolts.
The magical attacks quickly killed off one of the charging rabbits, leaving the rhino hare and three horned rabbits to reach the party. Ingrid stepped to the side when the rhino hare leaped at her, avoiding its horn and quickly stunning it with a shield bash, while Ed took on one of the other rabbits and his goblin took a second. The third rabbit went straight to Lucy, and only Ed's kobold launching a trio of Icebolts at it from point black range saved her from a possibly fatal charge. The fight was quickly over after that, with the party's melee fighters holding off the remaining rabbits while the ranged attackers focused on one after the other. The rhino hare took the longest to kill, since its thick skin could shrug off everything except for Kevin's pierce skill and the goblin's sharpness enhanced spear.
"I don't care what got up your hooves, sheep boy," James was shouting at Kevin before the last rabbit even stopped twitching. "But you need to get a grip."
"He's right," Ingrid agreed after catching her breath. "We nearly lost Lucy right now because you pulled those rabbits before we were ready."
"If you can't calm down and fight with us, "added Ed, who was holding a visibly shaken Lucy in his arms, "we're all getting back out to the bazaar right now."
Kevin visibly gritted his teeth to stop himself from shouting at his mutinous party. They stood glaring at each other for long seconds, until finally Kevin managed to get his anger under control. He took several deep breaths, and apologized for endangering the party.
There was still some tension left as the group set out towards the nearest group of rabbits, but they quickly fell back into their practiced routine, efficiently hunting the horned rabbits and rhino hares.
The boss for this iteration of the fourth floor was the largest rabbit the party had ever seen.
Two meters tall at the shoulder and four meters long from nose to tail, the giant armored rabbit shook the earth with every leap. Its horn was as long as a spear, and glittered with the telltale glow of a light element enchantment, and its armor was reinforced with earth magic and thick enough to stop a bullet from an elephant gun.
The party quickly realized that there was no way to stop the giant rabbit once it started moving, and that Ingrid's stun effect had no effect. The only saving grace was that the rabbit, once moving, had difficulty changing its direction.
The battle quickly degenerated into the rabbit charging at the party, taking a barrage of Firebolts, Icebolts and arrows and shrugging most of it off. The party would scatter before the rabbit, getting a few more attacks on its back before it managed turned around to face them and charge again. Ed's kobold wasn't quite fast enough to escape the charging rabbit, and was run over close to the beginning of the battle, but the rest of the party proved agile enough to avoid serious harm.
It took perhaps an hour for the party to slowly whittle away the giant rabbit's health, and everyone was ready to drop by the time it was finally lying dead at their feet.
Kevin managed to cut off the giant rabbit's horn without chipping it, but the party had no way to harvest its thick hide, which some armorsmiths would pay good credits for. He also found a bright yellow Shard piercing the rabbit's head where its horn used to be.
	Quiver of Light
Tier 0
Level 1
0/100 mana
Creates ammunition fitting the user's equipped ranged weapon from mana and light.
The ammunition used will do light element damage according to the weapon used.
Mana cost: 1/shot



Kevin was quick to lay claim to the Shard, and the rest of the party was happy to give it to him.
"Let's sell our loot and call this a day," A much happier looking Kevin said to the party. "We'll go for the fifth tomorrow morning."




Chapter 8: 

The Swamp

Ed slept that night his head resting on Ingrid's left shoulder and nestled against her breast. His left hand was trapped under Ingrid's broad back, and his right was resting on Lucy's waist where she lay against Ingrid's right side. They ended the previous evening together in Ingrid and Lucy's room, where the knowledge that they would soon be headed to the notorious fifth floor of the Labyrinth whipped them into a bacchanaliac frenzy which lasted until all three fell into an exhausted sleep.
Ed woke up early the next morning to the insistent call of his bladder. After carefully extricating himself from the tangle of bodies, he went to the bathroom to relieve himself and take a much needed shower. Inevitably, his thoughts turned to the two women whose bed he just left.
Ingrid and Lucy were as different as night and day. Ingrid was tall, broad shouldered and heavily muscled. The daughter of the Bjørnson family was in the middle of her reise, or 'travel', a coming of age ritual Daved Bjørnson started when his first son turned eighteen.  The scions of the family were given their first Shard from the family coffers, and sent into the Labyrinth without any further support. The goal of the reise was to find something new to share with the family, after which they'd join the Bjørnson's frequent research expeditions into the Labyrinth, or spend their time in the safety of the Arctology researching the different Shards and exotic materials found in the Labyrinth. With the family mostly turned towards intellectual pursuits, most of the youngsters chose the tinker or alchemist classes as their first Shard, and would return to the family as soon as they could. Ingrid, however, had no interest in research, and the Shieldmaiden had no intention of getting stuck in the relatively safe expeditions her family was so fond of.
Lucy, on the other hand, was short and feminine, and had neither the inclination nor the talent for physical combat. Like Ed, she came from outside the city of New Minos, and it was her own choice to risk herself in the Labyrinth. She wasn't as open about her reasons as Ingrid, and all she would tell him about it was that one day she would be a mage to rival Gandalf.
Ed himself had so far avoided telling anyone about his reason for entering the Labyrinth. As he went downstairs to the common room and ordered enough coffee for all three of them, Ed found himself thinking about his sister, Bridget.
Ten years older than him, Bridget spent a lot of Ed's childhood taking care of him when their parents were at work. From as early as Ed could remember, his sister talked about the wonders of the Labyrinth. She'd tell him stories about the exploits of Daved Bjørnson, Derwyn Lewis, Christine Jacobson, Alessandra Bianchi and Adrian Markopoulos , who first discovered the Labyrinth forty years earlier, and she'd sing to him the ballads written about the heroes and villains of New Minos. When Ed was eight, Bridget left their home and entered the Labyrinth, where she soon became a bard herself.
Bridget swiftly climbed the floors of the Labyrinth, and after two years inside she caught the eye of the House of Adam. All of the Five Families, and the minor guilds and Houses that sprang up around them over the years, were on the lookout for promising delvers to recruit. In a way, the lower floors of the Labyrinth were a testing ground, where hopeful delvers would come from outside of New Minos and pit themselves against the Labyrinth and each other in the hope of securing a spot as a member of a lower guild or an armsman of one of the Families, and Bridget was no different. The young bard jumped enthusiastically on the opportunity to join the House, and was soon one of their most favored vassals.
It took Bridget three more years to work her way up to the fiftieth floor of the Labyrinth, the highest floor any delver has ever reached, and join a House of Adam attempt to clear the floor and rise higher. It was a well-known fact that the floors of the Labyrinth became larger the higher you went, and the fiftieth floor was easily the size of a continent. Few parties had managed to get to the boss of the fiftieth floor, and fewer still lived to tell about it, and it was a race between the Families and the guilds as to who would manage to finally break through.
It was a great honor to be chosen for the party that attempted the fiftieth floor, and in her last trip home before it was scheduled to take place, Bridget's excitement managed to overcome even their parents' obvious fear of the dangerous expedition.
When the expedition set out, the tension in Ed's home could be cut with a knife. The party took camera drones with them, and Ed's family sat glued to the television watching the expedition travel through the jungles of the fiftieth floor. Watching a tier six party battle was beyond anything even the highest budgeted of films could manage. Their leader, Joshua Jacobson, was a paladin. He was strong enough to break boulders with his bare hands, and his silver white armor was said to be completely invulnerable. Meredith Baker, also known as the Maelstrom, used magical attacks large enough to wipe out small cities. Mahmoud Alsahm was said to be able to shoot at a fly standing on the moon, and his arrows each burned with the light of a different element. The fourth member of the team was known only as Whisper, and was never actually seen in the recorded footage. All the watchers could see of the Windslayer was the trail of dead monsters left behind him.
And in the middle of the party, Bridget stood and sang. The voice of a Worldsinger could be heard all across the floor, and everywhere it was heard allies were revitalized and healed, and enemies were struck with curses and banes.
A month into the expedition, the last of the drones fell to the claws of a red dragon, and the footage stopped arriving. The tension in the Fergusson home climbed higher than the Labyrinth, until a week later a battered and nearly dead Joshua came back from the Labyrinth, alone.
Nothing was ever released by the House of Adam about what happened after the drones were destroyed, but the names of Bridget, Meredith, Mahmoud and Whisper were stricken from the records of the House, and nothing Ed's family tried could get them to reveal the reason.
Ed stopped his brooding and sat up as he saw his party coming down the stairs, his determination to find what happened in the fiftieth floor renewed.
◆◆◆
 
The fifth floor was one of the few constants in the chaotic and ever-changing layout of the Labyrinth. The shape might change from delve to delve, and the precise composition of each group of enemies was seemingly random, but the nature of the floor was always the same.
Ed's party stepped through the doorway from the bazaar into a small island made of solid rock in a swamp that appeared to stretch to infinity. The sky above, if there even was one, was hidden by the continuous canopy of trees, and the ground below was covered with greenery, making it impossible to distinguish between solid ground and open water. The smell of rotting vegetation hung in the air, and the sounds of hundreds of small animals and birds could be heard from all around.
Ed retrieved his goblin and kobold from their stored patterns, noting that since he hadn't actually resummoned the goblin since the previous day, it was still wearing leather armor, rather than the heavier armor he expected to see from the maxed Armored Combat Shard.
"OK people," Kevin started after everyone took their positions, "We all know what to expect here.  Gators in the waters, carnivorous plants on land and lizardmen everywhere. The plan is to stay on solid ground to avoid ambushes as much as possible. There should be a solid path to the boss, we just have to find it."
The party acknowledged Kevin's instructions, and they set off, Ed's goblin in the lead using its spear to probe the ground.
Progress in the swamp was slow and tedious. The need to check every step for solid ground meant that they were walking at half their normal pace, and the lack of a clear trail meant they had to backtrack whenever they reached a dead end. It wasn't long before the party had completely lost sight of their starting location, and the only reason they weren't completely lost was that they made sure to always stay on the right edge of the solid walkways.
It was perhaps ten minutes into the trek that they met the first denizens of the floor. Ed's goblin, still probing the ground in front of it, stepped on a nearly invisible vine, which instantly whipped around it and pulled it into the air. As soon as the goblin was off the ground, a dart flew in from the water and hit Ed, who had the rear guard position.
	You have been poisoned!
-1 HP/minute
Duration: 10 minutes



It wasn't a very strong poison, but Ed knew that the more darts that hit him the worse the poison condition would get. "Lizardmen to the left!" he yelled to the rest of his party, and turned to see a quartet of charging lizardmen, with one more staying behind and reloading its blow gun.
Ingrid shouted at the lizardmen to taunt them, and all four turned to charge towards her. Ed moved to Ingrid's left side to help her hold back the melee attackers while Kevin, Lucy and Ed's kobold attacked the hunter before it could shoot another dart.
The four lizardmen that reached the group were all carrying crude spears, and were good enough fighters to stay out of Ingrid's reach and stab at her from a distance. The four enemies were more than she could reliably defend against, and she took a few glancing hits before Ed got close enough to help her. Once Ed arrived, two of the attackers turned to him, and Ingrid was easily able to block their attacks with her shield. Ed, on the other hand, took a nasty wound to his shoulder, slowing him down enough for the lizardmen to get a few more hits in before James could heal him. Ingrid charged one of her two lizardmen and stunned it with a shield bash, but the reckless attack left her open to the second, and she took a nasty hit to her right thigh, causing her to drop to one knee. Fortunately for Ed and Ingrid, their companions had killed off the hunter and turned their attention towards the other four. They took out one of Ed's enemies within seconds, freeing him to duel the other, and turned their attention to the spearman attacking Ingrid. By the time the other lizardman shook off its stun, its companion was dead, and Ingrid was healed and back on her feet. The last two lizardmen soon joined the rest of their team, and Ed's party turned back to their original heading, only to find that the goblin was long gone.
"It's dead," Ed said as soon as he had a moment to check. "I think that was a pitcher that got it."
"We must have just entered its range," Ingrid said. "It would have attacked more of us if it was able to. We need to find and kill it; otherwise it might attack again when the next lizardmen group does."
Ed resummoned his goblin, which now appeared wearing full plate armor, and the party slowly moved forward. They were more alert now for the vine traps, and managed to avoid three of them before they reached a huge green column, with a diameter of at least ten meters. The column reached high above them, going straight through the canopy. Red bulbous growths hang down from the canopy, five meters tall and two across, currently inert vines hanging between them.
"As soon as we attack, the vines are going to try and catch us and throw us in the pitchers," Kevin laid out his plan. "We need to kill it quickly, before it can catch us. Lucy, you start with a storm. Ed, have your kobold cast Icebolt triads. We need a fast kill, so no reserving mana. Aim above the storm so it won't interfere, and I'll do the same with my arrows. Meanwhile, you and Ingrid guard us from the vines."
Ed took the party's left side while Ingrid took the right and the goblin took the front, and Lucy readied a mana potion in one hand, before starting the Chromatic Storm. The plant shuddered visibly when the storm formed next to its stalk, and its vines started to whip around blindly, looking for whatever attacked it. Kevin and Ed's kobold attacked the main plant as fast as they could.
It took a few seconds for the first of the vines to find them, and it quickly tried to wrap itself around Ed. Ed's quarterstaff was not a good weapon to use against the tough plant, but his Lightning Field meant that each hit also delivered an electric shock, which was enough to make the vine loosen its hold. Unfortunately, as soon as one vine located a target, the others weren't far behind, and soon the three melee fighters had their hands full trying to fend off a dozen grasping vines. Ingrid had the foresight to bring an axe into the delve, in addition to her trusty old mace, and Ed's goblin somehow changed its spear into a halberd, and the two were merrily chopping away at the vines. Ed, now the only one without a slashing weapon, was having a far harder time fending off the vines, and soon found himself wrapped up and immobilized. To his surprise, it was James who came to his aid, sawing at the vines with his dagger and muttering curses under his breath. The vines, undeterred by the small dagger, started to pull Ed up, and he must have been three meters in the air when the plant gave a final shudder, and the vines all loosened up at once, dropping him on the hard ground. 
	Your Goblin Shard (Phantasmal Goblin Lancer) has leveled up!
+1 Dexterity
Goblin Shard (Phantasmal Goblin Lancer) is Closed and can rank up!



The party was breathing heavily after the fight, and Ed had just managed to get up after being dropped on the hard ground, when the vines suddenly all came back to life and attacked. Unlike the earlier battle, however, it looked like this time the vines knew precisely where everyone was, and attacked with incredible precision.
Within seconds, the entire party was wrapped up in the vines and immobilized. All except for Kevin, who stood calmly below them, surrounded by five cloaked and hooded figures.
"Kevin, help us!" James yelled.
"Kevin, what's going on?" Ingrid asked suspiciously at the same time.
"What's going on is that I'm done!" Kevin shouted at her. "You think I'm blind? I've seen you lot using Shards nobody's ever heard of, and I know you've been holding out on me! It was bad enough with Ed and his stupid summons, but then Lucy just suddenly got that insane Chromatic Storm? When I asked you for Shards you said that you're on your stupid reise and cut off from your family's stash, but when it's Ed or Lucy everything is suddenly different?"
"It wasn't like that. None of the Shards came from my fam…"
"Spare me! If I'd known you would be handing out Shards I'd have agreed to sleep with you too. Hell, at least I'd have gotten your little slut in the bargain! Not that it matters now. Knowledge is power, even if it's limited, and knowing you had unheard of Shards was good enough to get me into Hermes, and now my patron will get the rest of it from you, and I'll get to share in whatever they learn!"
Ingrid opened her mouth to try and get Kevin to listen, but one of the cloaked figures waved their hand, and the party found that they couldn't speak.
"I must say," a cruel voice said from beneath its cowl, "that I was skeptic when Kevin told me about what you were up to. But we've been watching you since you entered this floor, and I've seen a summon changing its equipment between summonings, and I've seen that storm you were casting, and I'm quite looking forward to learning it from your enslaved spirits once my lovely zombified pitcher plant has absorbed them!"
Ed had just enough time to see Kevin and the five cloaked figures teleport out of the Labyrinth before the vines holding him whipped up and threw him into one of the pitchers.
Ed dropped into the dark pitcher, landing in a shallow pool of something.
	You have been poisoned!
-1 HP/minute
Duration: 10 minutes



The poison of the giant pitcher plants was likely the same poison used by the lizardmen hunters, and Ed knew that while standing in the poison and breathing its fumes, it would quickly stack up. Even worse than the poison, however, was the acidic nature of the liquid filling the pitcher, which was dealing an extra five damage every minute. 
Ed knew that his only chance to survive was to get out of the pitcher as fast as possible. The pitcher was too smooth to climb, So Ed knew he had to cut a hole in the tough material.
Recalling that his goblin's Raceshard was ready to evolve, Ed quickly called up its information screen.
	Goblin
Tier 0
Level 5
Closed
These small, green humanoids are the weakest of the goblinoid races.
While nimble and quick, goblins are fairly stupid and lacking in strength.
+2 Agility
+3 Dexterity
Evolution options
Hobgoblin (tier 1)
Pyrogoblin (tier 1) requirements unmet
Cryogoblin (tier 1) requirements unmet
Aerogoblin (tier 1) requirements unmet
Lithogoblin (tier 1) requirements unmet



The only available option was the basic hobgoblin, but Ed didn't have the luxury of waiting to meet the requirements for any of the other options. He quickly chose the hobgoblin option, knowing it would give his summon a +2 bonus to its strength, drank one of his few remaining mana potions, and summoned it, barely noting that its cost had risen to twenty five mana.
Ed couldn't actually see the hobgoblin, but he knew it was once again wielding its halberd. The hobgoblin immediately started madly slashing the pitcher, and Ed waited anxiously, hoping it would be quick enough to free him. A minute passed, and Ed took six points of damage, gaining another stack to his poisoned status. The poison was now enough to kill Ed unless he drank the one health potion he had, and another stack would spell his doom. It took another half minute for the hobgoblin to tear a small hole in the pitcher, and Ed almost despaired that it wasn't fast enough to save him, when a bolt of pink fire blasted the pitcher from outside. With Lucy's help, the hobgoblin quickly ripped a large enough hole for Ed to escape, and he dropped to the ground, stunned.
Lucy ran towards Ed when she saw him fall, and she quickly raised his head to feed him a health potion. She looked in a much better state than Ed, having freed herself quickly using a Chromatic Storm. Ed was quickly back on his feet, and Lucy stepped away from him, firing Firebolt after Firebolt at one of the other pitchers. "We have to release the others!" she cried to Ed, who had to drink his last mana potion before he could summon his kobold and send it to join Lucy in attacking the pitchers.
Ed looked around him, trying to think of a way to speed things up, and his eyes fell on Ingrid's axe, which she dropped when the vines grabbed her. "Aim at the stems!" he shouted at Lucy as he ran to get the axe. "If you can get them on the ground, the hob and I can cut them open!"
Lucy changed her aim towards the stems holding the pitchers up, and the first quickly dropped to the ground. Ed and the hobgoblin both charged at it, even as Lucy and the kobold started to fire at another. With enough room to properly swing the halberd and axe, the pitcher was quickly opened up, revealing nothing more than an old lizardman skeleton.
Two more pitchers proved to be empty, and Ed started to fear that his companions were lost, when they opened to fourth to find a nearly dead Ingrid. Ed and his hobgoblin pulled her out of the torn pitcher and he gave her his healing potion, and then went to open the final pitcher, letting Lucy replace him at Ingrid's side. The final pitcher had to contain James, but Ed had very little hope that the healer was still alive. The only hope was that James could cleanse and heal himself fast enough to survive the poison.
The pitcher finally opened, and Ed found James lying down in the pool of poison, the remains of broken potion bottles hanging from his belt, and knew that he was too late to save his abrasive, yet competent teammate.
Ed and his hobgoblin pulled James out of the poison, and returned to Ingrid side, where a crying Lucy looked up at him. "She's got six stacks of poison," Lucy sobbed, "and she's down to ten HP." Ed knew what that meant. They only had one health potion left, and it would heal twenty points, which would bring her up to thirty. Ingrid was short thirty health points.
The undead pitcher plant was inactive without its master to command it, and there weren't many monsters that would dare approach it. Ed held Ingrid's hand in his, his other arm wrapped around a sobbing Lucy. His thoughts kept chasing themselves in circles in his mind as he was trying to think about anything that might change Ingrid's fate. It wasn't just that he'd grown to like the large Shieldmaiden, but also that he knew that without her assistance, Lucy and he would likely never make past the lizardmen and back into the bazaar.
In his desperation, Ed brought up his status window, looking up skill after skill and searching for anything he might have missed, and a minute later he hastily took their last healing potion, uncorked it, and brought it to Ingrid's lips.
"I can't take it," she panted, barely conscious, "I'm already dead, and it might mean the two of you manage to get out."
"I might have a way to save you," Ed kept the potion in front of her mouth. "But I need you to have enough time for it to work."
"Drink it!" Lucy urged her. "If there's even a chance…"
Ingrid opened her mouth and let Ed feed her the healing potion, and she immediately became more alert. "What can you do, Ed? None of us have any healing skills, and this potion won't be enough."
"My Summoner class reached level five yesterday. I was aiming to rank up to Horde Summoner, so I left it closed until I could get more summoning Skillshards. But… I also got another rank up option. Something called a 'Phantasmal Spinner'."
"Phantasmal Spinner?" Lucy asked, furrowing her brow in confusion. "I've never heard of that one."
"Neither have I. And it's not on the wiki. The only information I have about it is the class description, which says 'The phantasmal Spinner is a Summoner who has learned to bind living humans into his conjured phantasms, giving them power in exchange for their service.'"
"Sounds vague and suspicious," Ingrid said weakly.
"Yeah, which is why I didn't consider taking it," Ed agreed. "But a Summoner gets the ability to use mana to heal his summons as part of the aura channel ability at level 5, and if this turns you into one of my summons…"
"You'll be able to channel your mana to heal her!" Lucy broke into his words.
"Maybe," Ed said cautiously. "And I have no idea how it would work or what it will do to her."
"Do it," Ingrid said firmly. "Whatever it does, it has to be better than having my soul enslaved to this creep of a Hermetic."
Ed opened his status and chose to rank up his Summoner class, and the information on his new class appeared in front of him.
	Phantasmal Spinner
Tier 1
Level 1
0/3000
'The phantasmal spinner is a summoner who has learned to bind living humans into his conjured phantasms, giving them power in exchange for their service.
Phantasmal Shard – Distill one of your phantasms into a Shard, which can then be Sliced into any human target, turning them into a Living Phantasm. Limit of 1 Living Phantasm per level
 



"I'll give you the hobgoblin," Ed said even as he was activating his new ability, causing his hobgoblin to turn into a ball of blue light before reforming into the largest Shard he'd ever seen. "If this really merges your abilities with the phantasm, the hob is the best match for you."
"Let's do this," Ingrid said, weakened once again by the poison. "I don't have much time left."
Ed took the large green Shard, and brought it closer to Ingrid, who took hold of its lower part and aimed it at the middle of her chest. Ed pushed the Shard in, and it slid into her, leaving a pale green pentagon between her breasts.
As soon as the Shard was fully Sliced, Ed started channeling his mana into healing Ingrid. The healing ability of a summoner was a rarely used ability, since it only healed one health per mana point, giving it the worst ratio of all known healing abilities. Its only advantages were that it had unlimited range, and was instant to use. The ability quickly drained away all of Ed's mana, and he drank the party's last mana potion in order to keep healing Ingrid. By the time the potion's mana boost ran off, the poison affecting Ingrid had worn off, and while she wasn't up to full strength, she was at least out of immediate danger.
Ingrid slowly stood up. She was visibly taller than she was before, and her shoulders broad enough that the stitches on her leather armor threatened to tear. She brought up one of her hands, looking at her pale green skin, her other hand going to her now large, pointed ears and from them to the small white tusks jutting from her lower lip. "This is going to take a while to get used to."
Lucy sprang up and hugged her lover, tears still streaking her cheeks, and Ingrid grabbed Ed and pulled him into the hug, and the three stood there together for long minutes, relieved to all be alive.
 
	Ingrid Bjørnson

	Race
	Hobgoblin
	Class
	Shieldmaiden
Lancer
	Shards
	4/2 (6)

	Strength
	10
	Dexterity
	7
	Wisdom
	6

	Constitution
	11
	Agility
	8
	Intelligence
	7

	HP
	5/51
	Mana
	20

	HP regen
	1.7/hour
	Mana regen
	0.7/hour

	Aura Breach (tier 2): essence gains reduced to 25%, mana regeneration reduced to 10%

	Shard
	Level
	Essence

	Living Phantasm
	NA
	Sealed

	Goblin
	5
	Sealed

	Hobgoblin
	1
	0/5000

	Shieldbearer
                           Endurance
	5
3
	Sealed
320/3000

	Shieldmaiden
	2
	2400/9000

	Spearman
                            Sharpness
	5
2
	Sealed
1450/2000

	Lancer
	1
	1160/3000

	Shield Bash
	5
	Sealed

	Provoke
	5
	Sealed

	Retaliate
	2
	540/2000

	Armored Combat
	5
	Sealed

						


"We need to decide what we're going to do," Ed said a few minutes later. "That necromancer has to know that the three of us escaped by now."
"Without James to serve as a beacon, he won't be able to find us inside the Labyrinth," Lucy added, "and with the dead pitcher plant here, we should be safe for a while, at least."
"We should probably stay here until I can gain enough mana to heal Ing."
"We should go to my grandfather," Ingrid told them. "I hate to run back to the family, but with Hermes after us we're going to need help."
"We can't tell them," Ed argued. "The spinner class is even worse than I expected. If I'm reading it correctly, I can Slice the phantasmal Shards into someone even against their will."
"Nasty," Lucy winced. "But does it really matter? It doesn't look like Ing has changed much, other than those cute tusks."
"That's a good question. Give me an order, Ed."
"Stand on one foot!"
Ingrid just stood there, looking a bit confused, then suddenly yelped, and raised one of her feet to the air. "Brrr. Feels a little like having to cough. I can hold it back for a bit, but the itch just gets worse until I do it."
"Can you put your foot down?" Lucy asked.
Ingrid slowly brought her foot down, but stopped just a little bit before it touched the ground. "Feeling that itch again. I might be able to stand normally, but it'll be really uncomfortable."
"You can stand normally," Ed told her, and she breathed a sigh of relief.
"I have to agree," Lucy said. "There's no way we can let this get public."
"We still need help though. Even if Hermes does leave us alone, I've got a tier two breach, and all of my open Shards are tier one now, so closing them just by fighting is going to take months, and until I close at least one I effectively have no mana regeneration."
"Tier two breach? How did that happen?"
"I had open Shieldmaiden and Retaliate Shards, the hobgoblin had Hobgoblin and Lancer, now I have all four, so tier two breach."
"Waaaiiiit a minute. You got all of the hobgoblin's Shards? You have two different classes now?"
"Yeah, she got all them all."
"It shouldn't even be possible to Slice two Classshards!" Lucy turned to Ed, grabbed his shirt from under his armor, and looked straight into his eyes. "Ed, sweety, as soon as you hit level two of your new class, I'm getting the kobold!"
"Err, what?"
"As soon as you can have another living phantasm, I'm getting the kobold. I might be willing to wait long enough to make sure I don't get a breach, but not a minute more."
"Lucy, are you sure? This isn't something we can reverse, as far as I can tell. And it means that…"
"I know that!" Lucy interrupted. "And I'm perfectly OK with it. Having two Classshards is worth it."
She let go of him, and went over to hug Ingrid. "Besides, we already told you we were a package deal."
◆◆◆
 
It took three hours before Ed had enough mana to fully heal Ingrid, and they waited an extra hour for Ed to summon his so far unused fox-kin phantasm. It was completely useless in a fight, since it didn't have even close to enough mana to cast its one spell, but it would be enough to trigger traps and ambushes, and might gain at least a little essence for its Raceshard.
"Whatever happened to the goblin's weapon and armor?" Lucy asked suddenly.
"I haven't the faintest idea," Ed answered her.
Ingrid, however, took some time to look over her new Shards while they waited. "I think I know. That weird living phantasm Shard has an ability called 'Phantasmal Arms'. Give me a second to see how to activate it."
Ingrid concentrated for a few seconds, and suddenly a wave of silver and blue light started to flow from the Shard imbedded in her chest, quickly covering her from head to toe, and extending from her right hand and left arm until she looked like a human-shaped lava lamp holding a spear and shield made of light. The whole process took about ten seconds, after which the light vanished, leaving Ingrid wearing a full set of plate armor, and holding a long, wicked looking spear in one hand, a large shield hanging from her other arm.
Ed whistled in appreciation, and Lucy clapped her hands at the display as Ingrid started to stretch and jump around, striking at the air with her spear. "This is amazing. The armor is practically weightless, and I could wave this shield around for days without getting tired."
She kept moving for a few more minutes, getting used to her new fighting expertise and armor, then turned towards her lovers. "We should get going."
"We should head towards the entrance," Ed decided. "We're down our healer, and we're not in a condition to take out the boss, not to mention the amount of enemies we'll face on the way."
"I agree. We should also decide now where we're going after we leave the Labyrinth. I still say we should go to my grandfather. I've heard him say before that some knowledge is too dangerous to reveal, so I'm sure he'll understand if we want to keep our secret."
"I'm with Ing," Lucy added. "At the very least, we can't go back to the Pug. Kevin will tell that creep where we stayed."
"The Arctology it is," Ed decided. "Fox-kin in front. Ing, can you take second place? I'll bring the rear after Luce and the kobold."
"I appreciate you asking and not telling," Ingrid smiled at Ed, "but we don't have time for that in a delve. I'll take orders over confusion."
"I'll take orders out of a delve too," Lucy winked, and Ed felt his face warming as the reduced party set out to escape the Labyrinth.




Chapter 9: 

The Arctology

Ingrid’s spear flashed forward, barely slowing as it pierced through a lizardman’s scales and ribs and straight into its heart. The monster died instantly, and the return blow from its mate clanged off of her new armor harmlessly. At her left side, Ed was taking a lot longer to finish off his enemy, even with the aid of his kobold’s Icebolts. Lucy, meanwhile, was busy maintaining a Chromatic Storm on the three lizardmen hunters deeper into the swamp. Ingrid finished her second enemy as quickly as she did her first, and turned to see Ed’s enemy drop after being hit by a triad of Icebolts. A second later, Lucy let her spell peter out, revealing the three now dead hunters.
“Having trouble keeping up Ed?” Ingrid taunted.
“Of course not,” Ed answered her jokingly. “I’m obviously in the lead, since my minions and I killed three, and Lucy killed two.”
“Ooooh,” Lucy joined in. “Shots fired!”
Before Ingrid could answer, her gaze fell on the Phantasmal Worker carrying James’s body, and her jovial mood evaporated. “Let’s keep going. We need to get out of this swamp so we can get James’s body purified.”
The party settled back into their marching order, and set off. It took them an extra half hour to reach their entrance point, and at the sight of a door standing lonely and unsupported in the middle of a solid island in the swamp, the party broke into a run, eager to get to safety.
“I doubt Hermes would dare to try anything in the bazaar,” Ingrid said as the party gathered before the door, “the joint patrols would put a quick stop to anything they’d try. But we should get to the Arctology quickly.
The three moved through the door and back into the stairway. The bazaar was strangely subdued as they set down the stairs, the normally lively crowds eagerly entering the stairway or triumphantly returning to the bazaar silent and furtive, the merchant’s booths empty and lifeless for hundreds of meters away. The reason for the tense mood was immediately obvious. Ten heavily armed and armored warriors surrounding a large, imposing high elven woman waited at the foot of the stairway. Her age was impossible to gauge, as was typical of elven derived races, and she was wearing a pristine white lab coat over a navy blue business suit, and her anxious gaze locked onto Lucy as soon as she passed through the door.
As the party started to moved down the four flights of steps to the floor of the bazaar, easily navigating the now familiar shifts in orientation and gravity, the woman and her entourage advanced to the base of their final flight of stairs, waiting for them to arrive. As she stepped on the final flight of stairs, Ingrid removed her helmet, and the woman’s gaze snapped on her and she visibly relaxed.
“Really, Ingrid,” she said in a cultured, refined voice. “I was worried when your friend’s stream was interrupted after the battle with that pitcher plant, but it looks like you were just trying to become a brute without me interrupting you.”
“I am so not in the mood for this, Mother,” Ingrid said angrily. “And this is really not the right place for the conversation we actually need to have.”
The rest of the party left the stairway by then, and the squad of Bjørnson armsman let them through and formed a large circle, facing outward to search for any approaching threat. By then, Ingrid’s mother could see James’s body held by Ed’s worker, and her voice became brisk and businesslike. “Let’s take this home then.”
◆◆◆
 
Ed sat in a plain looking meeting room in the Arctology. Ingrid’s mother lead them swiftly through the mazelike corridors of the Bjørnson family home, and into a private elevator that only opened to an aura scan and took them up an unknown number of floors. Ingrid, who passed through her room on the way and was now dressed in well-worn and comfortable jeans and t-shirt was sitting to his left and Lucy to his right. Ingrid’s mother sat across from her, next to an old gnome wearing a crumpled corduroy suit.
James’s body was waiting on a stretcher near the wall, waiting for a high tier healer to cleanse it from the necromancer’s influence.
“Why don’t you do the introductions, dear?” The old gnome looked pointedly at Ed, who was still wearing his Bjørnson armband, and then at Ingrid.
“Mother, Grandad, I’d like you to meet Eduard Fergusson. Ed, this is my mother, Cathrine, and my grandfather, Daved.”
“It’s an honor to meet you, sir and ma’am.”
“Daved will do, young man.” The old gnome, who was the head of one of the Five Families, offered Ed his hand, his shake firm but not crushing.
“Now why don’t you tell us what conversation we really need to have,” Cathrine started coldly. “You can start with why you had to so urgently and secretly make this man part of our House.”
“If you’ve been following James’s streams, you know Ed has some unique Shards,” Ingrid started. “I made him promise to keep the nature of the Shards secret so I can stay in reise for a while longer before bringing it in as my new information.”
“The problem is,” Ed took up the tale, “that this just turned into something I don’t think anyone should know about.”
“That is simply not acceptable,” Ingrid’s mother stated. “I have been fielding calls from every major and minor family, guild and club over the past few days. Everyone wants to know if Bjørnson can make summons viable and how. And while I have no issue with telling the outsiders that this is proprietary information, your uncle Mathias is foaming at the mouth thinking you’re withholding information that could be of use for his ‘pets’. So you are going to tell your grandfather and me everything, armsman.”
“Lay off him, Mother. This is the kind of ability that lets you turn anyone into a slave, and those are bad enough when it’s a tier six necromancer or succubus ability, but at tier one, everyone can use it. This isn’t something you or I want out.”
“Which just makes it even more important that you don’t keep it to yourself. If you have this Shard, then so can anyone else. The Family needs to know about it so we know to protect ourselves.”
“If you know about it, then so does Mathias. And then Olav. And if Olav knows, then the whole damn world knows. This stays with the three of us.”
“I tried doing this logically, but you’ve always been a challenge, Ingrid.” Ingrid’s mother turned her eyes on Ed. “Eduard Fergusson, as an armsman of House Bjørnson, I am formally ordering you to tell me about your Shards.”
“I can’t, ma’am. This is too volatile.”
“You will tell me everything, or I will pronounce you in breach of House rules. As a disgraced armsman, nobody will party with you and no guild will accept you. This is your last chance.”
“Excuse me, Dr.  Bjørnson,” Lucy spoke for the first time since seeing Ingrid’s mother on the bazaar floor. “Ed never actually agreed to join your House. Ingrid basically shanghaied him into it, and any truthsayer will confirm that he can’t be in breach if he never accepted the rules. And you know how UNLOA feels about the Five Families exceeding authority.”
Ingrid’s mother’s face has been growing stormier and stormier the more Lucy talked, and she looked about ready to explode when her father stood up and placed his hand on her shoulder.
“That’s enough, Cathy. If Ingrid feels that strongly about her secret, I tend to trust her judgement.” And turning to Ed, he added. “Please forgive my daughter. High elves tend to believe in their own rightness far too much sometimes. I do wonder on occasion if Christine wasn’t right about the Raceshards corrupting us. But enough of that. I will agree to let you keep your secret, but knowledge has a way of spreading. I will insist that if your Shards become more common, you will inform the family of every detail about them.”
“I can accept that, sir.”
“Good. Now tell us what happened in your delve today.”
It only took a bout fifteen minutes to tell the entire story, and then ten more for the two elder Bjørnsons to grill the party for every detail they possibly noticed about the Hermes members who ambushed them.
“I think we can safely say that Hermes was behind blocking James’s stream,” Old Man Bjørnson said after he was satisfied that he couldn’t get any more details out of the three. “It would have been extremely easy for Kevin to carry a device that would fry the electronics in his headgear. That design uses crystals that drop starting from floor twenty, and every tier three magitech tinker can build them.”
“Which, unfortunately, means that we can’t tie this to Hermes,” Ingrid’s mother added. “They’re compartmentalized enough that Adrian can just deny involvement and claim that whoever was behind it used the Hermes name as misdirection.”
“What about Kevin?” Ed asked her. “Put him in front of a truthsayer and he’ll reveal who he worked with.”
“Assuming your ex-friend is even still alive at this point, he’ll be under a geas to prevent him from pointing fingers.”
“Which means that it’s time for you to come back to the fold, Ingrid,” her grandfather said. “You can’t stay in reise with Hermes after you. We’ll have to make something up for you to ‘reveal’ to the House to finish it properly, but I won’t have you running around without backup. If you want, we can induce Ed and Lucy properly as armsmen so you could keep delving with them, and I’m sure you can find two more party members in the House lists.”
“I… really don’t like this,” Ingrid answered. “Keeping information from the family is bad enough, but outright lying about finishing my reise?”
“Then don’t lie,” Ed told her. “We don’t want to tell anyone about my Shards, but I don’t think the storm is as much of a problem.”
“He’s right, Ing. As much as I like having a unique Shard of my own, if we’re going to be fighting the Brotherhood of Hermes, having stronger allies is more important.”
“If you three have finished teasing us with knowledge you may or may not eventually reveal,” Ingrid’s mother said caustically, “The House healer is here to deal with your friend’s soul.”
The House Bjørnson healer was an old gnoll seiðkona, a high tier rank-up of the völva, or wise woman, class. The tall humanoid hyena would have been at least two and a half meters tall if she was walking upright, but stooped over her walking stick, her head was barely over Ed's. Her fur still had remnants of its original vibrant grey color among the white hairs, but her yellow eyes were sharp and wise, and her ears still upright and alert.
"Thank you for coming so soon, Aunt Margit," Cathrine Bjørnson said respectfully to the old shaman. "I'll let my daughter explain her problem to you."
The old gnoll turned towards Ingrid, who eagerly came over to her and kissed her fondly on both her cheeks. "It's so good to see you, Aunt Margit. I didn't even know you were out of the Labyrinth!"
"Even I need a break from work on occasion. Now what seems to be the problem, little valp?"
"My friend was killed by a reanimated giant pitcher plant," Ingrid, blushing from the endearment, told the old . "The necromancer who did it claimed that the soul of anyone killed by the plant would belong to him."
"That is truly nasty magic, if true. Let me examine the young man." The old gnoll limped over to James's corpse, and placed her staff over his heart. Now that she wasn't leaning on it, Ed could see that rather than a simple walking stick, she was holding a long wooden distaff, empty of wool. Chanting in a language Ed couldn't place and had no hope of understanding, Margit slowly rotated the staff, collecting glowing fibers from above James's heart. After a minute of gathering what Ed, from what little he knew of the völva class and its rankups, assumed was the remains of James's aura, she raised the staff so that the top was right before her eyes, which had turned a milky white.
"I see a thread linking his aura to something else. I cannot tell from here what he is connected to."
"Can you break it?" Ingrid asked her anxiously.
Instead of answering, Margit started a new chant, in the same unknown language, and slowly a thread seemed to appear, connecting the glowing fibers from her distaff to something far outside the room. It took perhaps ten minutes for the thread to become fully visible, and once it was, Margit simply plucked at it with her left hand, and it snapped.
"There. Your friend should be free to go to whatever the Norns have in store for him," the old gnoll said, swaying from the feat that clearly took a lot out of her. Ingrid rushed to her side, and helped her into one of the seats around the table.
"Thank you, Aunt Margit."
"There is no need to thank me, little valp. Necromancy is an abomination, and I am always happy to break it."
"That is all well and good," Ingrid's mother interrupted, "but I think Aunt Margit needs to rest now. I will have rooms prepared for your friends, Ingrid, and I'll get James ready for transport to his family. We shall continue our discussion tomorrow."
Ingrid kissed Margit and her grandfather on their cheeks, bowed to her mother, and motioned for Ed and Lucy to follow her.
◆◆◆
 
Ingrid's suite of rooms was large enough to comfortably house a small family. Her sitting room's floor was covered by a shaggy carpet, with beanbags scattered around it to provide sitting. The walls were tastefully decorated with watercolors of northern European vistas, and enchanted lamps provided warm, inviting light.
Ingrid went towards an oak and glass cupboard, and motioned for Ed and Lucy to take a seat on the beanbags. "That went a lot better than I expected."
"You can say that again," Lucy agreed. "I didn't expect The Glacier to stop before getting everything out of us."
"The glacier?" Ed asked in a confused voice.
"Lucy's nickname for my mother. Cold, and impossible to stop once she gets going."
"I can certainly see that. But isn't your grandfather the head of the House?"
"Officially, yeah. But Granddad was never good at administration, and he's only grown less willing to do it as he got older. He's mostly researching or building whatever comes to his head these days, and Mother is the one actually running things. And as much as I love Granddad, she certainly does a much better job at it."
When she joined them on the beanbags, Ingrid was holding a bottle of deep golden liquid and three tulip shaped glasses. She poured three glasses, and Ed could clearly smell the sharpness of the alcoholic beverage. Placing the three glasses on a short table between the three, she sank into a beanbag and pulled Lucy into her lap, then took one of the glasses and waved for Ed and Lucy to take the others.
"To James, who was abrasive and annoying and would have been one of the finest healers the Labyrinth has ever seen!" Ingrid toasted as soon as all three had a glass.
"To James!" Ed and Lucy raised their glasses and drank, the aquavit bringing tears to their eyes.
The impromptu wake continued well into the evening, and Ed woke up the next morning to the feeling of a dozen dwarves mining his brain for gold. A strong arm snaked under his shoulder, lifting him up to meet a small glass full of a steaming brown beverage smelling of coffee, and of something else Ed's befuddled mind couldn't identify.
"Drink up," Ingrid's soft voice urged him. "It'll help."
Barely overcoming his nausea, Ed drank the strangely spiced coffee, and almost immediately the pain started to recede, not vanishing completely but fading to a dull background ache.
Feeling a lot better, Ed managed to sit up on his own. He had vague memories of staggering into Ingrid's bedroom after finishing the third bottle of aquavit, and of the three of them collapsing into bed. Ingrid looked fresh out of the shower, and none the worse for wear for the previous night's drinking, and he could see Lucy lying next to him, barely starting to stir.
"There's a shower beyond that door, and a House uniform that should fit you," Ingrid pointed. "I'll get another batch of Uncle Olav's special coffee for Luce while you get cleaned up, and then we'll see about getting some breakfast."
Ed thanked her, and went off to the shower. He was out of the shower and brushing his teeth when a bleary looking Lucy stumbled into the room, spun the cold water valve all the way open and stood under the ice cold water.
"Brrrr." A shivering, but awake, Lucy said from under the water, and quickly warmed up the shower to a less arctic temperature.
More than awake enough to enjoy the show, Ed waited until she finished her shower and had a towel ready for her. A towel she imperiously declined to take.
"You can dry me off," she said with a wicked gleam in her eyes, and Ed was happy to take her up on her offer. Things might have progressed further, but Ingrid thumped on the door. "Hey you two! Uncle Olav's Special wears off after about half an hour, and if you don't get some water and solid food down your stomachs you're going to go right back to your hangovers!"
Ed and Lucy reluctantly separated and dressed, Ed in the copper and blue uniform of a House Bjørnson armsman's uniform and Lucy in clean wizard's robes in the same colors.
A large tray sat on a short table in the middle of Ingrid's sitting room, covered with a generous spread of cold meats, cheeses and vegetables, with a large pitcher of orange juice and another of coffee in the middle. "I took the liberty of ordering breakfast for all of us," Ingrid said as Ed and Lucy joined her around the table. "We've got some planning to do, and the two of you will probably need to meet with the arms master later."
"Planning I get, but what does the arms master have to do with anything?" Ed asked while Lucy eagerly poured herself a large cup of coffee.
"With Hermes after us, and me out of reise, we're going to have to be an official House Bjørnson party, so we need both of you to be an official part of the House. You'll both be armsmen, which places you under the arms master's authority, at least nominally. You'll both be assigned to me, so it's mostly a formality, but you'll still need to do it."
Ed nodded his understanding, and took a slice of bread from the tray to prepare a sandwich.
Lucy finished her coffee and immediately started to pour another. "OK then. Meeting the arms master after breakfast. What planning do we need to do?"
"First of all, we need to decide if we're going to continue as three people or try to return to a full party," Ed answered while placing slices of smoked dire salmon on his bread. "And related to that, we might want to check if Ing counts against the party limit or not."
"I think we're keeping it to us three for now," Ingrid answered. "I'll see if I can recruit others from the House later on, but I want to be careful with who we let in, since they'll have to know everything."
"I'm with Ing here," Lucy said. "One Kevin is enough for me."
"Agreed then. But that means we need to use my phantasms to beef the party up, which is going to take a lot more credits then I've got."
"Don't worry about that," Ingrid waved away his concerns. "I've got access to my accounts back now, and as a Family member I get a generous allowance. It'll cost a bunch to get the free essence to close down my Shards so I'm not in breach, but we should still have enough to properly outfit the phantasms."
"I can't take your money for this," Ed protested. "It might take a while, but I'll raise the credits for the phantasms myself."
"Don't be an ass, Ed. I've just taken a third of your Shards and thousands of essence, so you can let me pay you back. Besides, we're in this together now."
"She's got you there," Lucy agreed. She was finally done chugging down coffee, and turned her attention to transferring a huge mound of scrambled eggs to an inadequate looking piece of toast. "This has stopped being a temporary group a while ago now."
Ed looked at the two, feeling that he was being railroaded into something that, while appealing, was happening a lot faster than he expected.
"Ed," Ingrid said softly. "If I'm effectively your summon now, what happens to me if you die?"
The unexpected question caught Ed like a hammer blow, and whatever he was going to say faded away.
“Do I just vanish?” Ingrid kept on relentlessly, “Do I lose the Shards from the hobgoblin? Do I become a Shard and drop for anyone who finds me to use?”
“I… I don’t know,” Ed stammered.
“Neither do I, and I have no desire to find out, which means that I’m planning to stick close to you.”
“Same here,” Lucy added. “That kobold is still mine.”
Ed closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “OK, so we’re sticking together and sharing resources. What do we need?”
“Before we get to that, there’s one more thing we need to discuss,” Ingrid said. “Ed, you can’t keep being a melee fighter.”
“I know. If the party is built from mostly summoned creatures, if I get knocked out they’ll vanish and you two are left to fight alone. I’ll have to move to a ranged weapon position, since I probably can’t afford a mana intensive role if I want to be able to resummon in combat. On the other hand, with a party made from my summons, I can buff most of the party with aura channel.”
“Do you actually have any skill with ranged weapons?” Lucy asked curiously. “It’s not like you can Slice an Archer Classshard.”
“I’m a decent crossbowman, actually, though I’m better with a staff. Trained in it while I was doing HEMA. And I’m a fairly good shot with a rifle, if we can afford one that works in the Labyrinth.”
“I don’t think we’ll be able to afford it at this point, but a crossbow can be done. Which means that we’ve got one heavy front liner, two ranged magic and one crossbowman/support. But we’ll be losing one ranged magic when Ed levels up his class. What next?” Ingrid took out a small notebook and pen.”
“The fox-kin is a liability right now. It can’t use its single offensive skill, so it can’t gain essence. I think we should give it a tier zero magical attack, preferably earth, since we’ve got the other basic elements covered. It’ll suffer from aura breach, but if we fight in floor three or four, a tier zero skill should still Seal quickly, and then it’ll be able to gain essence for its Classshard.”
“Agreed,” Ingrid marked down in her notebook. “I’ll get an Acid Dart Shard from the quartermaster. That gives us an extra ranged magic. We’ll want at least one more melee and at least one dedicated healer.”
“Make it two melee, one of them a rogue type to deal with traps, and we’ll add another ranged weapon when Luce gets the kobold. We can afford to fight with just one healer since I can heal and resummon too.”
“Makes sense to me,” Ingrid noted it down. “Any preferences on the melee types?”
“Get a beast-kin,” Lucy said eagerly, “and a dwarf! Ing’s a hybrid defense/offense now, so we’ll want a speed type attacker and a pure defense type to complement.”
“She’s got a point,” Ed agreed. “A dwarf with a Hammerman Classshard to rank up into a Stonehammer, and a cat-kin or goat-kin for agility type, with a Daggerman Classshard to rank up into Rogue later.”
“That works,” Ingrid added while writing it down. “I think we should go with an elf for the ranged weapon, Bowman class to start with, and a fey type, preferably nymph, for the healer, so we can evo it to a naiad and get the Water of Life effects.”
“Sounds like a plan,” Ed agreed. “So where does that leave us?”
“For Raceshards we have dwarf, agility beast-kin, elf and nymph. Elf will wait for later since you can’t Slice it yet. For Classshards, we’ve got Hammerman and Daggerman for now, and for Skillshards we’ve got Acid Bolt and Cure Lesser Wounds. Do we need anything else?”
“We should get a gathering skill,” Lucy pointed out. “We’re losing on monster body parts right now, but once we pass the fifth we’ll start to see herbs as well.”
“It’ll have to wait until one of the new phantasms maxes out its Classshards,” Ingrid shook her head. “None of the three of us can afford a slot for it right now, and it certainly can’t go to the kobold or fox-kin.”
“I know, but I wanted you to put it on the list so we don’t ignore it.”
“Noted. Do we have anything else we need?”
“I’ll want a crossbow,” Ed said. “Preferably light, since I don’t have any strength bonuses, and I’ll need bolts to go with it.”
“Nothing more for me,” Lucy shook her head, “but you’ll probably want to pick up a bunch of mana potions, otherwise it’ll take Ed all week to summon and Slice the phantasms.”
“You’ve got a point there. OK, after we finish breakfast, I’ll take this to the quartermaster while you two have your orientation with the arms master.”
The three ate in silence for the next half an hour, famished enough to finish every scrap of the generous breakfast Ingrid ordered up for them.  When they were finally all sated, and neither a crumb of bread nor a drop of coffee was left on the tray, Lucy and Ed kissed Ingrid goodbye, and left the room.
Ed looked around the corridor outside of Ingrid’s room. The residence wing for the Bjørnson family was lavishly decorated, with a lush carpet covering the floor and large oil paintings of prominent members of the family hanging on the walls. The doors to individual suites were separated by large picture windows, each one leading into a different scene, and no two of them could have existed side by side. Snowy mountains covered by a raging storm waited beyond the window to the left of Ingrid’s suite, while a barren, sun-scorched desert appeared to the right, and a large, winged, lion-like creature that could never have existed outside of the Labyrinth flew over a bright green savannah right in front of him.
“Come on, Ed,” Lucy pulled his arm towards, he assumed, the elevators. “I think I remember the way to the armsman barracks.”
◆◆◆
 
The House Bjørnson arms master was an old, grizzled mantis-kin. Her green carapace was covered in scars and burns from hundreds of delves and battles, and one of her four arms had been cut off out of reach of the House healers, and had since then been replaced with a clockwork contraption made of bronze and crystal. Four wickedly curved daggers hang from her belt, and a huge dragonhorn longbow Ed was sure he'd never be able to pull leaned against the wall behind her.
She was sitting behind a large oak desk in a utilitarian office at the entrance to the armsmen quarters, her large compound eyes looking at Lucy and Ed, an unreadable expression on her insectile face.
"Lucy Bradshaw and Ed Fergusson," She used her top two hands to lift a sheet of paper with Lucy's picture attached to it, and another with a picture of Ed. "My name is Gillian Solomon, and I am your arms master. It is extremely irregular that the Family drops armsmen on me without consulting me, and even more irregular for it to be done at such short notice, and as I have not had a chance to test you, I will require that you answer some questions regarding your abilities.
"Miss Bradshaw, it says here you're an Elementalist, with Firebolt as your primary skill and something called 'Chromatic Storm' for aoe, that right?"
"Yes ma'am," Lucy nodded.
"I am familiar with multiple version of the Storm skill, but chromatic is most certainly not one of them. You will give me any relevant details about this skill so I can know how to utilize you."
"Ma'am, Chromatic Storm is similar to the other Storm spells. It's a tier two skill, has a ranged AoE, and can be maintained as long as I have the mana. The main difference is that it deals damage based on the target's weakness. As far as I can tell, it can deal damage in any of the four basic elements."
The arms master tilted her insectile face to the left regarding Lucy with her unblinking multifaceted eyes. "That is a very powerful skill for tier two. Is it an extremely rare drop, or something my other armsmen can use?"
"It's a combo, and Dr. Bjørnson knows how to get it, but…"
"It's a secret and she'll tell the rest of us when she decides to," the mantis-kin said sourly. "Naturally."
Putting down Lucy's information sheet, she picked up Ed's, and skimmed it for a minute, and then turned her cold gaze on him. "Mister Fergusson. A Summoner, of all things, and everything other than Lightning Field is marked as classified, even from me. I want you to know that the only reason I am even contemplating accepting this is that I'm told you will be permanently assigned to Mistress Ingrid's Labyrinth party, and are therefore not really my problem."
"Erm, I can definitely understand that, ma'am."
She kept her eyes on him for another minute, and then seeing that he had nothing more to say she placed the sheets in a folder marked 'Ingrid Bjørnson', which she then put in one of the drawers in her desk. "Very well then. Ordinarily, armsmen of House Bjørnson, are expected to serve one shift every three days on guard duty, and the rest of the time they are free to delve or rest as they see fit. As you are both permanently attached to Mistress Ingrid, you will not be on guard duty, and therefore I will not bore you with details regarding payment for active duty, but you will be expected to defend the House in cases of emergency. You must remember at all times that you are now representing the House, and must behave accordingly. I will not tolerate slovenly armsmen, even irregulars like the two of you. As armsmen, you have free access to the house quartermaster, who will pay you better rates than the bazaar merchants for anything you find in the Labyrinth, and will sell you equipment, consumables and Shards at twenty percent lower than market rates, as well as access to the House healers. Do you have any questions?"
"No ma'am," Ed and Lucy said in unison.
"Very well. One last thing before I release you. What you are about to hear is a House secret, and is not to be told to any outsider. House Bjørnson maintains a permanent presence in floor eleven of the Labyrinth. We have a fort connected to the Arctology by a portal, and a detachment of armsmen guarding it at all times. As you can probably expect, the fort is regularly attacked by Labyrinth denizens. Most of the time, the armsmen on watch can repel the attackers readily, but on occasion an attacking force is large enough to require reinforcements. I expect that the two of you will do your utmost to gain access to floor eleven as soon as possible so you can assist in the defense of the fort when necessary. Is that understood?"
"Wait, a permanent fort in the Labyrinth? How does that even work?" Lucy asked eagerly.
"We still don't know if the Labyrinth constantly creates and destroys areas, or if it's just that vast that we can't find the same location twice. But either way, if there's at least one person inside, the area still exists. And if that person carries a beacon, we can open a portal to it and get more people to the same location."
"And do the other Families have forts like this?"
"I'd bet my Shards on it, but we have no idea where, and with the Labyrinth enforcing a five person per location rule, there's not even a chance that we'd stumble on it without access to the proper beacon. Be that as it may, we are done here. My aide will give you your room assignments. Dismissed."




Chapter 10: 

Back to the Swamp

Ingrid's shout rang out in the low ceilinged goldmine, causing the four dwarven miners and their foreman to shout back at her in rage and charge her, swinging heavy picks at the heavily armored hobgoblin. She caught three of the strikes with her large shield and parried the fourth with the short spear held in her right arm. The last pick struck her armored shoulder, clanging loudly but doing little actual damage.
A spotted cat-kin pounced on the enraged dwarf from behind, striking rapidly with two crude daggers, barely piercing through the heavy leathers protecting the stocky miner, but still delivering a nasty electrical shock from Ed's Lightning Field Shard, and quickly jumped away before the expected retaliation. A green bolt of acid appeared from the disoriented dwarf's left flank, the magical projectile splattering over his face.
	Acid Bolt
Tier 0
Level 1
15/100
Shoots a bolt of acid at a single enemy within 10 meters of the caster, dealing 1-6 damage on impact
Mana cost: 2/bolt



A sixth dwarf charged at the wounded miner, swinging a large wooden mallet and hitting him squarely on his helmeted head, delivering another dose of lightning. Finally supplied with a more or less stationary target, the miner swung his pick, hitting the hammer-wielding dwarf's arm, but green light almost instantly covered the wound, and it closed as quickly as it opened, and another attack by the dagger-wielding cat-kin finished off the nearly dead dwarf.
"I never thought I'd say this inside the Labyrinth, but this delve is like a metal circle around a Japanese quarterstaff."
Standing behind Ingrid's broad back, Ed and Lucy watched the battle without interfering. The party was fighting in the third floor of the Labyrinth, and the three could end the fight in a matter of seconds, but instead let Ingrid hold the enemies while Ed's new summons slowly wore them down. The goal for this delve was to level up the new Shards, and if the three killed the enemies themselves, the essence gained by the far weaker summons would be greatly reduced.
This was the second group of dwarves the party encountered, and the summons were so far managing to kill them off at a decent pace. Ed hoped that by the end of the day his new nymph would Seal her Cure Lesser Wounds Shard, and his dwarf and cat-kin would reach level three in their classes, enabling them to Slice another Shard. Unfortunately, the same could not be said of the fox-kin, who was reduced to gaining essence at a quarter of the normal speed due to the breach condition it gained when it Sliced the Acid Bolt Shard.
The plan was to farm the third and fourth floors of the Labyrinth for a couple of days, enough for the new Shards to hit tier one of their classes, and then attempt the fifth floor again.
"I honestly have no idea what you're trying to say," Ed answered as his summons methodically killed another dwarven miner.
"I mean that it is bō-ring!" Lucy smiled at her favorite straight man.
"I think we need to get you out of the Arctology. Old Man Bjørnson is starting to rub off on you."
"Ugh. That is not the Bjørnson I want rubbing me," Lucy made an exaggerated disgusted face, causing Ed to groan at her antics.
"Hey, don't blame me. You can't expect me to ignore such a perfect straight line!"
"I'm glad you two are having fun," Ingrid walked over to them, the last of the dwarven miners having fallen to Ed's summons, "but you're somewhat distracting, and I need to concentrate to manage our enemies long enough for the summons to kill them."
"We have to pass the time somehow," Lucy said. "At least you have something to do here, and you and Ed are gaining at least some essence. I'm just watching."
Ingrid dismissed her helmet and gave Lucy a short kiss. "We'll make it up for you when we get back to the Arctology Luce."
"I'll hold you two to that promise."
The three quickly looted the bodies, finding that the foreman had a steel pick of a decent enough quality to be worth carrying and a small sack containing mined rocks embedded with small clear crystals. Found in every floor of the Labyrinth, the crystals were charged with essence, which could be extracted and refined by alchemists. They were also one of the primary resources used by the tinker line of classes to create their magitech equipment.
"This is going to get really heavy, really fast." Ed said as he added the sack to the one they found on their first encounter of the day.
"Worth it though," Ingrid said as she set off towards the next part of the mine. "We're using those at a frightening speed, and the quartermaster always pays better for them than for other essence drops."
It took them three more hours to clear the floor, and Lucy had to join in the battle against the boss, since the dwarven shift manager was wearing heavy leather armor, and seemed to shrug off the summons' attacks with ease. Loaded down with sacks of crystal-bearing rocks, the three left the Labyrinth and headed to the Arctology to unload their loot and grab some lunch.
Unseen, the door leading out of the Labyrinth opened again behind them, then closed again a few seconds later.
The second run through floor three went without any hitches. The party found themselves in a forest, fighting a combination of elven rangers and their trained wolves. The lightly armored enemies were much easier for the cat-kin and dwarf to hurt, especially after their Classshards reached level three, enabling Ed to Slice them with tier one Sharpness and Impact Shards, respectively.
	Impact
Tier 1
Level 1
0/1000 essence0
Passive skill
+2 damage to all crushing attacks



Once resummoned, the dwarf was sporting a high quality steel warhammer, and the cat-kin was wielding a couple of wicked looking long daggers, and were doing far more damage with each hit.
The boss, an elven druid guarded by a group of rangers and wolves, had an entangling spell that she used to hold the party in place, but once Lucy and the kobold took her down, the vines holding the party were dispelled, and the rest of the fight went smoothly.
The day after, the party was fighting slimes in the fourth level of the Labyrinth. The physically resistant slimes would have been an issue for the dwarf and cat-kin to handle, but with Ed's Lightning Field active, the slimes weren't any harder to kill than the previous day's wolves.
About halfway through the floor, a blue message screen appeared in front of Ed.
	Your Phantasmal Spinner Shard has leveled up!
+2 Intelligence
+1 Living Phantasm



"Luce, my spinner class just leveled," Ed said as soon as the fight was over. "And the kobold has zero open Shards. If you really want to become a living phantasm, now's a good time."
Lucy grabbed the back of Ed's head, gave him a deep kiss, and stepped back, spreading her arms and saying "hit me!"
Ed reached for his kobold, and it quickly turned into a ball of blue light and then reformed into a large icy blue Shard. "Are you absolutely sure about this?" Ed asked Lucy.
Instead of answering, Lucy grabbed the Shard, placing its tip in the middle of her chest, and immediately pushed it in. Ice blue scales started to spread over Lucy's brown skin, covering her shoulders and upper arms, stopping just before her elbow. More scales spread over the sides of her neck, tracing her cheeks and framing her face, and two small horns sprouted from just below her ears, sweeping backwards. It was impossible to see if any scales appeared below her shoulders, since the mages robe she wore covered her down to her ankles, but the robe rose up at her lower back, indicating the presence of a short, thick tail.
	Lucy Bradshaw

	Race
	Kobold
	Class
	Sorcerer
Elementalist
	Shards
	2/2 (6)

	Strength
	4
	Dexterity
	5
	Wisdom
	11

	Constitution
	5
	Agility
	6
	Intelligence
	15

	HP
	7
	Mana
	77

	HP regen
	0.2/hour
	Mana regen
	57/hour

	
	Shard
	Level
	Essence

	Living Phantasm
	NA
	Sealed

	Kobold
	5
	Closed

	Sorcerer
                           Mage Armor
              
	5
5
	Closed
Closed

	Elementalist
                           Manaflow
	5
2
	Sealed
1300/2000

	Flameweaver
	2
	400/6000

	Icebolt
	5
	Sealed

	Firebolt
	5
	Sealed

	Chromatic Storm
	1
	100/10000

						


A gasp from the walls of the cavern distracted Ed from Lucy's status screen, which appeared in front of him as soon as the transformation was complete. "Did you two hear that?"
"Oooh, what a rush," Lucy moaned, stretching and shaking her arms to get used to her new body. "Hear what?"
"I thought I heard someone gasp, from over that wall," Ed pointed.
"Sorry love, I think a storm giant blacksmith could have forged a sword a meter away from me and I wouldn't have heard it while transforming."
"Love?" Ingrid raised her brow at her. "I don't think I've ever heard you refer to anyone like that."
"Did I say that?" Lucy closed her eyes in concentration for a minute. "I think the kobold is dragon enough to get possessive about the two of you."
"We are going to have a long talk about this when we're back in the Arctology," Ed interrupted, "but right now we need to find out who or what made that sound."
"Mmm. I love it when you get bossy," Lucy said, giving Ed's cheek a light lick from a tongue that was much longer and more prehensile then it was that morning. She then went over to the walls of the cave, looking for anything that might have made a sound.
The three spent half an hour looking around the cave, but eventually had to admit defeat. If there was anything in the cave with them, it was now long gone.
The fifth floor felt almost anticlimactic to Ed. Ingrid's spear pierced scales, flesh and bones unimpeded, each strike running a lizardman through with ease. The Lightning Field Ed imbued her with seemed almost like overkill against the water-aligned enemies, and what return blows they could land she barely felt against her heavy armor. Next to Ingrid, and taking on one lizardman at a time, the dwarf swung his hammer, crushing limbs and shocking the monsters, his new Stoneskin Shard mitigating the damage enough for the nymph to heal him easily. The cat-kin worked in tandem with the dwarf, striking the lizardmen from behind as it was focused on the Hammerman. The three melee attackers were good enough at their job that they needed no aid from the ranged members of the party, leaving them free to deal with the blowgun wielding hunters.
Acid Bolts cast by the fox-kin peppered the lizardmen hunters, alongside lightning charged bolts from Ed's crossbow, and precisely fired arrows from the newest addition to the party.
It turned out that Ed was wrong about how his Conjure Phantasm skill worked, and as soon as he had five different phantasms, the Phantasmal Worker disappeared from his summon list, leaving him unable to create more. With the phantasmal kobold now merged into Lucy, however, Ed had a free spot for a new phantasm, and Ingrid's tusked smile as she came back from the quartermaster the day before was wide enough to terrify small armies. "I've got a small surprise for you two!" She said enthusiastically while the three were waiting in her rooms for lunch to arrive.
"A surprise?" Lucy asked, "I thought you were just going to get Elf and Bowman Shards."
"That was the plan, but one of my cousins had a lucky drop in floor twenty, which she brought to the quartermaster at the same time I got there."
"It's not like you to spontaneously change plans like that," Ed pointed out. "What was so good you just had to switch?"
Ingrid handed Ed a copper colored Shard, her smile growing even wider.
"What is this?" Ed said as he read the information screen for the new Shard. "I've never heard of this Raceshard."
	Clockwork Automaton
Tier 0
Level 1
0/500 essence
This artificial humanoid being is made from a bewildering array of cogs, flanges and pistons. The clockwork automaton excels at everything requiring exacting precision.
Clockwork precision: eliminates the luck factor from all precision based actions.



"Yeah, it only drops for high tier Tinkers," Ingrid told him. "Which mostly mean that it only drops for House Bjørnson, since very few outsiders use Tinker."
"If it's so rare, why didn't your cousin use it?"
"Well, Cousin Astrid is already a gnome, so she can't use it herself. And most people don't like to use them. It's the same issue with constructs and undead, they dampen your emotions too much for most people."
"And you think it'll work better than an elf for our ranged weapon summon? It doesn't seem to have any stat bonuses." Lucy asked curiously.
"Yeah. It'll get less dexterity than an elf, but the unique buff makes up for it for a ranged attacker."
An arrow whistled by next to Ed, flying with uncanny precision into a lizardman hunter's eye, scoring an instant critical hit. The whir of spinning cogs sounded as the gleaming bronze and copper figure next to him slowly pulled an arrow out of its never-ending quiver, placed it methodically on the string of its bow, and pulled it back, sending another precise shot into another lizardman's eye.
The clockwork automaton's 'skin' was made from burnished copper sheets, covering its torso, arms and legs and leaving its joints open to the air. Bronze cogs ranging from as large as Ed's hand to smaller than the nail on his little fingers spun inside the summon's body, slow enough to take a full minute to complete a turn, or fast enough that their teeth blurred from sight. Endless pistons pushed and pulled, connecting the cogs to each other and to the copper skin. The automaton's face, if it could be called that, was nothing more than a plate of copper, with two clear crystals where the eyes should have been.
A good archer would fire twice as fast as the automaton, and a good elven archer might even reach three or four arrows in the same length of time. But each and every arrow fired by the clockwork contraption hit with deadly accuracy, more than making up for its slow rate of fire.
It took less than a minute for the party to eliminate the large group of four lizardmen warriors and four hunters, and they quickly moved forward, careful to avoid a pitcher plant's snare, and moved slowly towards the plant's main trunk.
This pitcher plant was as large as the one the party fought on their first attempt to pass through the swamp, and the party took a minute to prepare before assaulting it. Ed carefully placed his crossbow on the ground and pulled his quarterstaff from behind his back. It would be Ingrid and Lucy's job to attack the main trunk, with the fox-kin and clockwork automaton adding their ranged damage. The rest of the party would be of better use fending off the expected flurry of vines that was sure to start as soon as the first attack landed on the tree.
Ingrid made her shield vanish into thin air, and had to concentrate for a few seconds to transform her spear into a heavy pole-axe before she approached the trunk and nodded that she was ready. Lucy's Chromatic Storm covered the other half of the trunk a second later, and the fight was joined, with Ingrid chopping the pitcher plant methodically.
Acid bolts hit the pitcher plant, leaving behind steaming streams of liquid. Arrow after arrow hit the trunk, doing little damage by themselves but delivering a payload of lightning damage nonetheless. Ed and the cat-kin easily fended off the vines that got near the party, but the hammer wielding dwarf was of little use against the agile plant, and Ed quickly sent him to attack the trunk directly, hoping that he and the cat-kin would be enough to defend the party for the time it took to bring the tree down.
In the end, they were able to keep the vines from reaching Lucy and the rest of the ranged contingent, but the dwarf got taken by one of the vines and thrown into a pitcher. Another vine managed to wrap itself around Ingrid, but wasn't strong enough to lift her by itself, and she easily managed to slice it off before any others could come it its assistance, and the plant fell before the combined onslaught soon after.
◆◆◆
 
The three meter tall monitor shaman towered over his lizardmen brethren. Orange and brown scales covered the huge ranked-up lizardmen, and rows of keeled scales ran down his massive body. Despite being a spellcaster, the monitor was heavily muscled, and long, sharp claws graced the tips of his fingers and toes. A long, thick tail curled around the brute, and drops of venom fell from his fangs as he screeched at the party of delvers, and as he waved his gator-skull tipped staff in the air, a wall of dirty swamp water surrounded him in a protective circle.
The angry screeches of the giant lizardmen settled down into a rhythmic chanting, and his bodyguards, four crocodile lizardmen armed with heavy maces, charged towards the party.
The ranked up lizardmen were larger and stronger than the ones the party has been fighting so far. While not quite as large as the monitor, they were still between two and two and a half meters tall, and were covered in scales banded red and white.
Ingrid shouted at the charging lizardmen, taunting them into attacking her, and set herself to stopping the charge. A shield bash stunned the first of the lizardmen, and she recovered in time to block one more, but the last two bodyguards manage to land hits on her right arm and shoulder, denting the phantasmal plate armor she wore and bruising the muscles beneath it. At the same time, a glob of green liquid launched from behind the wall of water through a gap that vanished as soon as the attack passed it, hitting the phantasmal dwarf's head and blinding him.
"Lucy, as soon as the wall drops, get a storm on the shaman!" Ed shouted as he ordered his clockwork bowman to stand ready and shoot at the shaman as soon as another gap appeared, and fired his own crossbow at one of the bodyguards. The crossbow bolt barely punched through the lizardman's tough scales, but it was enough to trigger Lightning Field and shock the monster. Unfortunately, seconds after the bolt hit, the wound glowed green, and the steel projectile was pushed out of the lizardman's body by the healing flesh. The rest of the party wasn't idle, of course, and Lucy managed to catch two lizardman hunters, who erupted from the swamp water ready to fire their blowguns with a Chromatic Storm, while the phantasmal fox-kin launched Acid Bolts at the same lizardman Ed had attacked, and the cat-kin rapidly attacked it from behind with its pair of daggers. Neither of them did much damage, but the distraction was enough to let Ingrid, who had been healed by the nymph, stab her spear through its kidney and up into its heart.
Another glob of poison came from the shaman, but Ingrid was able to block it with her shield, at the cost of taking two more hits from the mace wielding monsters. The cost was much higher for the shaman, who found out he wasn't quite as safe as he expected to be behind his wall when a precisely aimed arrow passed through the minute gap in the wall to hit him in his open mouth. The shaman, unable to continue his chanting, was forced to drop his protective wall, and Lucy quickly blasted him with another Chromatic Storm.
Moving the Chromatic Storm released the two lizardman hunters, who were shocked and battered but still alive, and they quickly raised their blowguns and fired at her, hitting the unarmored kobold and poisoning her. Lucy retaliated by firing a triad of Icebolts at one of the lizardmen, finishing it off, and the second followed quickly after its brother when it was hit by a combination of crossbow bolt and Acid Bolt.
Ed paused for a second to resummons his dwarf, who fell prey to one of the lizardman warriors, and the newly summoned phantasm joined Ingrid and the cat-kin in attacking the mace wielders, quickly killing a second lizardman just in time for the stunned monsters to return to the fight.
Angry chants came from within the Chromatic Storm, and the dirty water of the swamp rose up, taking a vaguely humanoid form as the shaman brought out its trump card, a mud elemental. The elemental started flowing towards the party, clearly aiming to get rid of Lucy and release the shaman from the storm.
The phantasmal dwarf and cat-kin charged towards the elemental and started harrying it, their attacks doing no damage to the massive being, but the constant lightning slowing it down, and Ed focused his own and the cat-kin's attacks on one of the lizardmen warriors.
The slow-moving elemental smashed one of its huge fists into the phantasmal dwarf, killing it instantly, and Ed had to stop attacking in order to take out a mana potion and drink it before he was able to summon it again and send it back into the battle, giving the elemental time to advance towards Lucy. Meanwhile, Ingrid's spear pierced through another of the lizardman warriors, leaving just one more.
Lucy began to circle away from the elemental, keeping the shaman within range of her storm, and Ed returned his attention to the last remaining warrior, who fell before their combined assault a few seconds later. Ingrid quickly ran towards the Chromatic Storm, and Lucy dropped the spell a second before she crossed into it, leaving the confused shaman open to a stunning Shield Bash, followed by a barrage of arrows, bolts, Icebolts and Acid Bolts. Ingrid dispelled her shield and grabbed her spear in both hands, changing it into a halberd in mid-swing, and cut off the shaman's head. With its summoner dead, the elemental flowed back into the swamp water, a mere meter away from Lucy.
Ed approached the dead monitor, delighted to see the telltale sparkle of a Shard on the shaman's left hand, but Ingrid stopped him before he could retrieve it. "Wait. This one's a shaman, and has healing abilities. If you let the nymph get the Shard instead of one of us, it might increase the chance of us getting a Cleanse type Shard."
"Worth a shot," Ed shrugged, and ordered his phantasmal nymph to get the Shard, and drank another mana potion in order to resummons his cat-kin, whom the elemental managed to kill just before it was dispelled. The nymph grabbed at the Shard and extracted it from the dead lizardman, handing it to Ingrid who frowned when she saw its stats.
	Toxin
Tier 0
Level 1
0/100 essence
Passive
All weapon attacks apply a poison to the target.
Poison does 1HP/minute for ten minutes.



"Not at all what I was hoping to get," She said, "and I don't think any of our party will have much use for it in the near future."
"Might be worth saving for the cat," Ed answered, "but yeah, won't be any time soon."
The party members searched the other dead lizardmen for loot, picking up the maces used by the warriors and the shaman's staff, and Ed set his cat-kin to using the Skillshard he picked for it the day before on the dead monitor, hoping to extract its poison glands intact for the quartermaster.
	Butcher
Tier 0
Level 1
40/100 essence
Grants the knowledge and muscle memory needed to butcher corpses and extract valuable organs and meat.







Chapter 11:

 The Drab

Ed's party spent the next couple of days farming the sixth floor of the Labyrinth, without running into any particular problem. In fact, the only reason they stayed in the sixth floor was to give the fox-kin a chance to max out its Raceshard and Slice Sorcerer and Manaflow Shards, finally giving it enough mana to use its Chromatic Storm skill.
The seventh floor, however, was proving significantly harder to manage.
"We should have left the floor as soon as we saw the first of these bastards!" A frustrated Ingrid yelled as she once again had to dispel her armor so that her companions could help her out of the pit she fell into. "Kitty over there has less than an even chance to discover the traps here and there're more traps than enemies."
'These bastards', seeing that Ingrid was unarmored and that the other tank was helping her out of their pit, chose that precise moment to attack.
 A huge log suspended from the trees by vine ropes swung towards the dwarf, knocking him and Ingrid right back into the pit, just as dozens of sharpened wooden spears launched all at once at the party, forcing them to take cover behind the trees, which naturally had loops of vines ready and waiting to snare an unsuspecting foot and swing its owner high up into the top of the tree. The cat-kin managed to notice one such trap before stepping in it, and managed to guide Ed and Lucy safely around and into shelter, and the nymph merged into the tree, keeping itself safely out of harm. The remaining two members of the party, however, were a little less lucky.
With Ingrid and the dwarf in a pit, and the automaton and fox-kin hanging upside down from two different trees, the party's current group of enemies finally chose to show themselves. Shorter than even goblins, the charging monsters had large eyes, sail-like ears, and spiny backs, and their green bodies blended into the forest well enough to render them nearly invisible.
The cat-kin went to fight the six charging monsters, and Ed prepared to fire at them, but couldn't see them well enough to aim. A Chromatic Storm from Lucy managed to catch two of the enemies, and the cat-kin was blocking two more from getting nearer, but the last two flanked it and screeched gleefully as they approached Lucy.
A scream of rage sounded from the pit, and a re-armored Ingrid erupted from the trap, riding a huge wolflike beast. Ed wasn't sure why Ingrid's newest skill conjured a vargr instead of a commoner steed.
	Charge
Tier 1
Level 1
0/1000
Passive
Increase damage by 20% when charging from the back of a mount.



His best guess was that the mount conjured by the phantasmal arms ability was just as mutable as the weapons and armor, and lacking in any conscious direction, were affected by Ingrid's hobgoblin race to form her mount. Not that he was complaining, as the huge wolf tore down two of their tiny tormentors while Ingrid's lance speared another.
The fight was quickly over after that, and Ingrid went to fish the dwarf out of the pit, while the cat-kin cut down the fox-kin and automaton.
"The only good gremlin is a dead gremlin," Ingrid said grimly as the party gathered what little loot the fallen enemies had. "And that includes my Cousin Ann."
"Your cousin is a gremlin?" Lucy asked her wonderingly. "I wasn't even aware they could drop Raceshards!"
"As far as I know, Uncle Olav is the only one who ever found one. The gods alone know what possessed him to give it to his daughter though."
"Was it really that bad," Ed asked, "I know Raceshards affect how people act, but we've got everything from goblins and up to dark elves running around the bazaar, and they mostly seem to be able to keep themselves in check."
"There is absolutely nothing in the whole world that is as bad as a teenage gremlin." Ingrid stated firmly. "Nothing."
The party continued on their way into the forest after Ingrid dismissed her vargr mount, the cat-kin leading the way with its trapper skill trying to detect the gremlins' ubiquitous traps.
	Trapper
Tier 1
Level 2
0/2000 Essence
Allows the building of tier 1 traps.
Chance to discover tier 1 traps
Chance to disarm tier 1 traps
Automatically discovers tier 0 traps
Always disarms tier 0 traps
 



They had no way to judge what time it was outside, but they entered the floor in the morning and Ed was sure it was nearing noon. Most days, they'd be out of the floor by this point and going to lunch before coming back for another delve. But the insidious traps used by the gremlins meant that progress through this particular zone was excruciatingly slow.
The cat-kin led the party around another pit trap, this one full of sharp stakes at the bottom, but failed to notice a tripwire running right next to it, and another swinging log rammed into it and through it onto the stakes, killing it instantly. A loud screech heralded another gremlin charge, and Ed barely had time to resummons the cat before the now expected spear bombardment forced them to scatter. Miraculously, nobody was caught in any of the other snares this time, and the gremlins were weak in actual combat and didn't take much effort to dispatch.
It took them four more hours to get past the last ambush and approach the end of the floor, and the three found themselves in the entrance to what could only be described as a gauntlet.
A straight pathway ran between two rows of trees, with enough thick underbrush between them to make futile any attempt to move off the path. The giggle of countless gremlins could be heard from the far end of the path, and it was a sure bet that every centimeter of the pathway was full of deadly traps.
The cat-kin led the way into the gauntlet, walking slowly and checking every centimeter for traps. As soon as it stepped on the path, however, the gremlins hiding in the trees started pelting it with rocks, occasionally adding a thrown crude spear, and the onslaught quickly forced the phantasm to step on a trapdoor that dropped it into a spiked pit. Ingrid carefully walked in the cat-kin's footprints towards the pit and shielded the cat-kin as it climbed out, and the two continued to walk together, the phantasm checking for traps and Ingrid shielding it.
The rest of the party tried to follow the trapper and Shieldmaiden, but were quickly subjected to another rain of stones and spears, forcing them to back off or risk setting off another trap.
"We're going to have to do this one by one," Lucy said after they were safely away from the path. "Tell the cat to mark every trap it finds and Ingrid will have to go back and escort the two of us to the other side."
"I really don't like this plan," Ed answered. "It leaves us too strung out and vulnerable."
"Ing can't shield more than one of us at a time, and we definitely can't pass this without her. Although I could always set fire to the whole forest with a Chromatic, and we'll pass once the gremlins are burned."
"I'm not sure we'll survive that kind of fire, Luce."
"You've got a better idea?"
"Go back to the entrance and find a Barrier Shard. If I Slice it, I'll be able to extend it to you and we'll all be able to shrug off the stones easily. Probably the spears too, they aren't much more than sharpened branches."
"I think Ingrid will go berserk if we ask her to go back to the entrance now."
Ingrid was about a tenth of the way into the gauntlet by then, and had just triggered a spear barrage trap that the cat-kin overlooked. The spears weren't able to do much to the armored Shieldmaiden, but Ed could easily hear her snarling.
"You're probably right. If we do this, I'm not letting you wait at the end on your own for us to cross. I'll go first, leaving you with the phantasms. Then I'll summon them back to me after you and Ing are on the way over.
"That way only leaves you unguarded instead of me," Lucy argued.
"True, but it'll be for less time since I can summon the phantasms to me once Ing gets to you. And I'm a lot more resilient than you, Miss Glass Cannon."
"I don't like this plan."
"It's your plan, Lucy."
Lucy grumbled, and opened her status screen. "New plan. You cross with Ing after the cat, and I rank up to a firedrake and fly above you."
"Won’t you be in Breach?"
"Yeah, and I know Ing doesn't have the credits to buy enough essence to get me out of it. But none of us would be left alone."
The cat-kin was approaching the middle of the gauntlet, a dozen spent traps behind it, and dozens more still armed and marked. Unfortunately, Ed and Lucy were too busy arguing about how to get everyone across, and they failed to notice a group of gremlins creeping towards them.
Two gremlins leaped at each of Ed's phantasms, overwhelming the fox-kin and clockwork archer in a matter of seconds. The dwarf fared better, having been given an Armored Combat Shard the day before, and managed to fend off his two attackers. Four more gremlins leapt at Lucy and Ed, and were on them before Lucy could cast any spells. Ed dropped his crossbow and pulled out his quarterstaff in time to meet the monsters, but he didn't have much hope of being able to defend himself against four of the quick gremlins, let alone protect Lucy.
The four gremlins closed in on Ed and Lucy, and he caught the first on his staff, sending it tumbling away, but the second managed to clump on his right arm, its teeth piercing deep into Ed's flesh. The other two gremlins leapt past him, aiming for Lucy, who managed to get a Firebolt out at the last second and take out one of her attackers. The second monster was a millimeter away from her neck when something whistled next to her ear, and the gremlin suddenly jerked back in mid-leap, a knife sprouting from its neck.
Ed grabbed the gremlin attached to his arm and threw it away from him, and another knife suddenly appeared in one of its eyes, even as Lucy called up a Chromatic Storm on the phantasmal dwarf, who was fighting his own gremlins, and the four who killed the fox-kin and archer. Another knife finished off Ed's second gremlin, and the battle was over even before a rampaging Ingrid forced her way through the traps to get back to their side.
The three delvers, now without any summoned aid, stood back to back and scanned the surrounding forest for the knife thrower, but couldn't see anything other than the trees, bushes and dead gremlins.
"Please, is no need to be afraid," a feminine voice called from somewhere in the forest. "I wish to be friend, yes?"
"Who are you?" Ingrid asked, spinning towards the voice. "And how did you get into the Labyrinth with us?"
"Forgive me, but I will not give name yet," the voice called from the opposite direction. "Not unless we reach agreement. And I walked into Labyrinth right behind you. Labyrinth let me in because you are only three, yes?"
"It was you two days ago, wasn't it? In the slime floor?" Ed's eyes narrowed as he remembered the gasp when Lucy Sliced the phantasmal Shard.
"Of course. And before that too. I was following since you lost healer and archer."
"That's a lot of effort to spend on a low level party. What is it you want from us?"
"You are good party. Strong. And you have secrets. Much bigger secrets than I thought when I started to follow. I want in."
“And I assume that if we refuse you’ll spill everything you’ve seen for anyone who would listen?” Ingrid asked sourly.
“Only idiot would try to blackmail way into party,” the voice moved again, this time sounding from her left side. “Do I look like idiot to you?”
“We can’t actually see you,” Lucy answered, “but I’d be happy to answer ‘yes’ if you would come out and show us your face.”
The voice giggled, this time from directly above the party. “Already we are bantering like old friends, yes?”
“We are most definitely not old friends,” Ingrid practically growled, “and you still haven’t actually answered my question.”
“I will not breathe word of your secret, regardless of whether you let me join,” came a reply in a much more serious voice. “I have no wish to join party that resents me. That way lie daggers in back.”
“Then why should we let you join?”
“You are not so good at the sneaky. I am follow you for almost week, and if I wasn’t here, sneaky gremlins would possible have killed your friends.”
Ed reached up to place a calming hand on a growling Ingrid. “You might have a point there, but we could just as easily get a reveal, or even a true sight Shard.”
“Is not about Shard. Shard can help, but the sneaky comes from head, and your head? It is not the sneaky.”
“I like her,” Lucy stage whispered to Ed and Ingrid. “Can we keep her?”
“What are you talking about?” Ed asked, feeling Ingrid take a deep breath to try and calm down a little.
“I will give example. Your delve, it was streamed before, yes? Everyone knows you have strange summoning Shards, and they know you have goblin and kobold. Now you don’t have goblin and kobold, but your party has hobgoblin and kobold. I am only one to see this so far, but you don’t even consider that people will make connection. You do not have the sneaky thinking, yes?”
Ed stared mutely at the source of the voice, unable to think of a proper reply. Ingrid, on the other hand, swore up a storm as she lost all of her newly won calm.
“I will give you three time to think,” the voice said after a minute had passed. “If you want to accept offer, come to Pug. I will meet you there.”
Lucy stood in front of a pacing Ingrid, grabbed her arms and looked into her eyes. “Come down, love. We’re still in the delve, and it’s not safe.”
Ed walked over to the two. “She’s right. We need to get back to a safe place and talk about this.”
Not saying a word, a still growling Ingrid turned back towards the gauntlet, and then turned away and starting walking back towards the entrance.
◆◆◆
 
Ingrid was still upset when they got back to the Arctology, and as soon as the three entered her room, she grabbed Lucy and Ed and sank down into one of her beanbags, holding the two to her with an almost crushing force.
None of them spoke for fifteen long moments, and then Ingrid relaxed her grip a little. “We’re taking her up on her offer.”
“What?” Ed asked in surprise. “You seemed very firmly against her back in the Labyrinth.”
“I nearly lost you two back there. If she wasn’t stalking us, Lucy would be dead now.”
“Ed would have resummoned me if anything had happened.”
“You don’t know that, Luce. None of us knows what happens if you or I die, and I really don’t want to have to find out. And what if Ed had died? There were more than enough gremlins there to kill you both. And I wasn’t there to protect you.”
“It’s not your fault, Ing. We all agreed to send you forward to clear the path.”
“And that’s precisely the point. None of us thought to guard against a sneak attack while I wasn’t there. The two of you were even talking about splitting us further. We need someone who thinks about these things, and whoever it was out there, she fits the bill, she already knows our secrets, and she at least seems to want to be friendly.”
“You definitely have a point there. We could certainly use some who ‘good at the sneaky’. Luce?”
“Don’t look at me, love. I already said I want to keep her.”
“We’re agreed then,” Ingrid stated. “We should get to the Pug and tell her.”
“Not yet,” Ed said, reaching up to grab one of Lucy’s horns, and pulled her in for a kiss. “You weren’t the only one scared out there, Ing.”
◆◆◆
 
It was a couple of hours later that the three set off towards the Drunken Pug to meet their new team mate.
Mustafa, the bouncer, raised his prodigious eyebrows as he saw them approaching the tavern, but kept on twirling his mustache and said nothing when they entered. Sveta, who was manning the evening shift behind the bar, gave her standard greeting when they came close enough to be heard in the crowded common room. “Grog, grub or group?”
“We’re here to meet someone,” Ed answered. “But we’re not quite sure who.”
“Heard that one before,” the middle aged bard shrugged, pointed to a table that was mysteriously free in the otherwise overfull pub, and went back to cleaning a ceramic mug. “Grab a table, and hope whoever it is knows who you are. But you have to order dinner if you do. No freeloaders at dinner rush.”
The three sat down at the table, and a waitress quickly came over to take their dinner orders. Ed asked for a horned rabbit stew with roasted potatoes, Lucy ordered a large behemoth steak, served rare, and Ingrid got some Leviathan sushi rolls.
As soon as the waitress left, a hooded woman approached their table. She was taller than Lucy, and Ed guessed she was about a head shorter than him. She sat down and pulled down her hood, revealing a pale face, medium length smooth brown hair and bright green eyes.
“My name Yekaterina Gregorovna. But you call me Katya, yes?”    
"Nice to meet you face to face, Katya," Ed shook her hand. "You probably know our names already, right?"
"I know names, yes. Have you thought about offer?"
"We have, and we all agree that you have a point. I would like to hear more about your Shards and abilities before we decide though. All we know so far is that you have some stealth Shard and can throw a mean dagger."
"As wise man said, is important to know self and allies," Katya nodded. "I am Drab, and specialize in scouting."
"You're not drab," Lucy protested. "You have lovely eyes and hair!"
"Thank you, but is not what I mean. My class, it is Drab. Is like Bard, but in reverse."
"Your class is named 'Drab'?" Ed raised his eyebrows. "I've never heard of that class."
"Is not common. Most Bards, they are flashy, yes? All about attention and admiration. But Drab is Bard that wants to be in background. Hidden. Is hidden rank up, only shows if have both Bard class and Stealth skills."
"And what self-respecting Bard would ever use a Stealth Shard?" The conversation was interrupted by the appearance of food, carried not by their waiter but by Sveta, who placed the orders down in front of them, then placed her hands on her hips and turned to Katya. "What did I say about you coming to my common room?"
"Is my home and I am always welcome in it?" the young woman asked innocently.
"Aaaand?"
"I am to say hello to Babushka when I am come in, and not be like thief in night," came the contrite reply.
"Well then?"
"Hello, Babushka," Katya stood up and hugged the older bard, kissing her fondly on her cheek.
"Better. Now you can drop the accent and talk normally. You grew up in an English speaking house, in an English speaking city. There's no reason for you to be talking like you came from your grandfather's village."
"The King, he said 'the world's a stage, and each of us must play a part'. And my part, Babushka, it is in badly accented Russian, da?"
Sveta shook her head fondly. "Do what you will, Katyusha. I'll get some fried flying pig wings for you. I'd have had them ready with the rest of the food, but somebody came in invisible and forgot to actually order."
"You are best, Babushka," Katya said, and kissed Sveta on her cheek again, before dropping back to her chair. "Where were we?"
Ed just shook his head at the Drabs' antics. "You were telling us about your class."
"Right. As I said, I am Drab. Basic ability is to throw voice around so it comes from wherever I want. Is nice and confusing, and if I scouting ahead, I am speak directly to you from anywhere in floor, and things near me will not hear."
"That's very nice. Anything else you can do?"
"My class, it hides source of spells and attacks. I throw dagger, it appears to fly from opposite direction. I cast spell, it appears like different spell. Is all about misdirection."
"Nice. It's like a Rogue, but from a completely different direction," Ingrid said enthusiastically. "I have to ask though, why did you even take the Bard class if you wanted to go in this direction?"
"My Babushka, she is Bard, yes? Some would say, most famous Bard of all. She gave me Bard for my first Shard. And is not that I don't like the attention, yes? I really enjoyed looks on faces when I talk to you in Labyrinth earlier."
"That was quite the entrance," Lucy agreed.
"So that covers your class, and we know you're very good with a thrown dagger. What other Shards do you have?" Ed asked, trying to get the conversation back on track.
"I have Invisibility Shard, and Drab class lets me be completely silent when I want. I also have Pierce Shard, and Haste Shard, which I can cast on whole party with Bard skill, and have True Sight Shard."
"That's a very nice spread of skills," Ed smiled, and looked at Lucy and Ingrid, who nodded at him. "We're definitely interested in you joining."
"Is good to hear. I am getting cat, yes?"
"Let's not rush into things that aren't reversible," Ed cautioned. "Why don't we just delve together for a while first?"
"Carpe diem!" The drab stated, snagging a piece of baked potato from Ed's plate to punctuate her words. "But you are party leader, so caution is good."
"So we're delving together, with standard loot split, and we'll see how it goes from there and if we're even compatible as a party."
"We have agreement," Katya said and eyed Lucy's plate contemplatively, but raised her hands in surrender at Lucy's growl. Her own plate of a dip fried wing the size of a whole chicken arrived shortly after, and the drab busied herself with mixing precise amounts of barbeque sauce and habanero oil to dip her food in.
◆◆◆
 
A loud, insistent siren woke Ed up from sleep. The siren kept bleating during the long seconds it took Ed to disentangle himself from the half-awake Ingrid and Lucy, and persisted right up until he finally managed to grab the small wearable communication device given to him by the arms master's aide. Thumbing the 'receive' button, Ed caught the trail end of an announcement.
"…port to the guardhouse. I repeat, a horde has been seen approaching Antarctology. All battle ready armsmen with floor eleven access are to report to the portal room immediately. All others are to report to the guardhouse. I repeat…"
Ed pressed the proper button to acknowledge that he'd received the message, but a sleepy Lucy fumbled her own communicator, and the looping announcement still sounded from beneath the bed until she managed to grab it and acknowledge.
Ed started to get dressed while Ingrid, still naked, left the bedroom, coming back a couple of minutes later with a cup of instant coffee which she handed to Lucy. Slightly more awake now, Lucy managed to get dressed too, and left towards the guardhouse with Ed while Ingrid dressed and went to look for her mother or one of her uncles.
The guardhouse was nearly empty. In addition to Ed and Lucy, the arms master and her aide were there, as well as four other house Bjørnson armsmen. Two of the armsmen looked as new as Ed and Lucy. The first, a human wearing leather armor with an arming sword hanging from her hip, looked even younger than Ed, and appeared nervous at what must have been her first all-hands emergency. The second's age was harder to gauge, since his Dwarf Classshard came complete with a long bushy beard. He wore plain looking chainmail and had an axe slung across his back.
The other two armsmen were clearly more experienced, but were all recuperating from what looked like major injuries.
A beautiful greater naga wearing delicate looking silvery armor that Ed guessed was made of mithril had four hatchets hanging from her belt, each one made of a different metal, and each with a different gemstone on the base of its handle. She wouldn't be using all four in whatever conflict was coming, however, as two of her hands were bandaged and resting in slings, and she winced with pain every time they were jostled.
A two meter tall androyad stood next to the naga, bandages covering half of his head. Brown bark-like skin covered the tall male nymph, and a shillelagh rested on his shoulder.
"I am so glad you've decided to join us, Mister Fergusson and Miss Bradshaw," the three armed mantis said acerbically, and then checked something on a folding computer screen that came out of her artificial arm. "This appears to be everyone. As you know from the announcement, a monster horde is approaching our in-Labyrinth installation. For the newcomers among you, the Labyrinth hates it when a group of more than five people share the same location, and it repeatedly tries to expel it. Since we keep twenty people in the installation on average, monster attacks are common. The active security is generally enough to handle things, but on occasion a monster horde appears that requires us to reinforce them. Naturally, the fact that we must reinforce the Antarctology leaves this facility undermanned, but security must still be maintained. Owens, Dariush, you'll be manning the front gate, since you two are the only ones actually familiar with our protocols. Smith and Abramson, you two have the north guard tower. Bradshaw, you and Fergusson take the south tower. Mister Fergusson, I should not have to remind you that summoning monsters inside the bazaar is forbidden. You will have to employ whatever other skills you have in the highly unlikely case that the Arctology comes under attack. Dismissed."
The Arctology was built on the western edge of the bazaar. As the nature of the bazaar was in constant flux, the western wall of the Bjørnson's fortress could be set against the wall of a cave, a surging river or an endless drop, depending on whatever theme the bazaar itself adopted at any given moment. The one constant was that the edge of the bazaar was impassable. A wall would be impossible to breach. A river would be full of monsters deadly even to a tier six delver. A sheer drop would cancel all flight skills and technology, dropping the would be attacker to their death.
The Arctology itself was a built in a half circle, with the flat edge running against the end of the bazaar, and the gate set in the middle of the arc. To each side of the gate and a quarter of the way from the gate to the corners were set two tall towers which were usually manned by a pair of armsmen.
As soon as the all hands emergency call had sounded, one of the armsmen from each tower ran towards the portal to the Labyrinth, leaving the other to keep watch. Ed and Lucy ran towards the southern tower, reaching it shortly after being dismissed from the guardhouse, and relieved the single armsman still waiting.
The top of the tower contained a single chair, a communicator capable of reaching the floor eleven installation and a large screen showing a night vision image of the surrounding, with a control stick under it to control the camera (and the large auto-loading ballista waiting above the tower's roof).
"…forces fully deployed around the perimeter," came a voice through the communicator. "Enemy forces will be within spell range in fifteen minutes. Scouts have confirmed the presence of liches and abominations among the horde. Accurate numbers aren't available at this point in time."
"Roger that, Master Olav," came the voice of the arms master in reply. "All capable armsman have been relieved from their posts and are on their way to the portal. I will be passing through in the next ten minutes."




Interlude: 

The Legion

Olav Bjørnson was not a happy man. It was bad enough that the dwarven Alchemist was out of his favorite brand of coffee ent beans. It was even worse that he was stuck in the floor eleven installation while his party mate and husband, Mathias, was out hunting snarks in floor thirty. It was beyond maddening that in a few short minutes he would, once again, be fighting a horde of undead monsters while the elixirs cooling down in his lab slowly lost all of their potency because he wasn't there to add the stabilizing agents.
"We have confirmed the presence of six hundred skeleton warriors, sir," the eagle-kin scout who just flew into Olav's operations room reported. "Arms appear to match Roman legionnaire standard. Lorica segmentata, shield, javelins and gladii. The six centurions appear to be mountless death knight variants. The cohort is accompanied by twelve abominations and commanded by a trio of liches."
Olav swore under his breath. He had a total of thirty one armsmen to defend the installation, of which twenty five were tier three, and only six of tiers four and up. The arms master was a tier five Bladestorm, and would be practically undefeated by the monsters, which were likely taken from at most floor thirty.
Olav himself always said that he was a crafter rather than a fighter, and most of his tier five Shards would be completely irrelevant in this fight. His potions and bombs, of course, were definitely going to come in handy.
"I want our archers and mages to focus on the liches," Olav told his aide, whose Air Elemental Raceshard allowed her to quickly move around the battlefield without being obstructed. "And the catapults to focus on the abominations. Those things will smash through the walls like so much cardboard, and I don't want them anywhere near the portal room. Everyone else is to stop the skeletons from overrunning us. And get the arms master down to the battlefield as soon as she comes through."
"Yes, sir!" the elemental whispered, and quickly vanished to carry his orders to the rest of the defenders.
Olav turned to his communicator, and called up to the rest of his family in the Arctology operations center. "Cathrine, I could really use a competent commander down here."
"You're getting the arms master, Olav. We don't actually have anyone else available with Mathias out in a delve."
"Bah, you and I both know the arms master will be better out in the field than here in the command room. She's one of the best fighters I've ever seen, but she's too much of a berserker to be an effective commander."
"Then I guess it's up to you, Olav, since dad has no head for tactics, and I'm too dispassionate and uncaring about human lives to command the armsman."
"Can't you contact Mathias and get him to come back and take over?"
"He didn't take his communicator to the delve. Apparently, he thinks that the essence vibrations will scare away the snark. And I wouldn't be calling him even if I could, since we've been tracking that beast for half a year, and we're finally close enough to catch it and get that damned horn."
"This is precisely why we said you were too dispassionate, Cathrine. The lives of our armsmen are more important than a snark horn."
"This discussion is irrelevant, seeing as I can't actually contact my brother at this time."
Olav left the communicator in disgust, and climbed the stairs to the catapult platform above his command post. The first of the skeletons could be seen approaching the installation, and he went over to where a gnome wearing a leather apron was loading a large ceramic jug on the catapult. "Careful with that, Barry. If it breaks, the alchemical fire inside will ignite as soon as it's exposed to the air."
"I am familiar with this compound, Master Olav," the straining gnome said, "And I assure you I will not drop it."
The gnome positioned the jug on the catapult, and Olav could see in the middle of the sea of skeletons one of the ten-meter tall abominations. The undead construct looked like it was made from the body parts of a dozen different monsters, stitched together haphazardly into a semi-humanoid shape. Its left leg was taken from a rukh, the bare yellow limb ending in vicious talons, each as long as a man's arm. The right leg must have come from an elephant, giving the abomination a lopsided gait. The monster's torso used to belong to a giant ape, and the heavily muscled chest was still covered in luxurious black fur, from which sprouted one giant skeletal arm, which held a four meter long sword in its huge fist, and one long tentacle that might once have belonged to a kraken. The creature lacked a head, but still unerringly lurched towards the small fort.
Olav placed his hands over the ceramic jug, and activated one of the few skills he had that could be used outside of his lab.
	Potency
Tier 2
Level 5
Locked
Increase the potency of one alchemical product by 300%. The effect lasts for one minute.
Mana cost: 50



Like most alchemical skills, Potency took a while to activate, and Olav spend half a minute stooped over the ceramic jug while the undead horde closed in on his position. While he was concentrating on his skill, Barry the gnome used a complicated system of gears and pulleys to aim the catapult at the approaching abomination. Finally, Olav stood up and jumped away from the catapult, shouting, "Clear!" as soon as he was far enough away that the arm wouldn't hit him.
Barry immediately pulled a large red lever, and the catapult groaned in protest as all its tension was released in an instant, launching the alchemical firebomb high up into the sky.
Seconds later, the firebomb crashed down on the abomination with unerring accuracy, testament to Barry's Siege Engineer skill, and the giant monster was splashed with a viscous, oily liquid that almost immediately caught fire. Some drops of the fiery payload splashed on the skeletons surrounding the misshapen construct, immolating them instantly. The abomination itself proved extremely sturdy, and managed to survive the conflagration for almost a full minute before toppling to the left, crushing numerous skeletons and igniting others.
More firebombs dropped from the sky on the other abominations, but none of the other catapults had Olav to increase their power, and the charred giants continued their way towards the installation.
◆◆◆
 
Gillian Solomon was a very happy woman. With a dagger in each of her four hands and an uncountable number of skeletons in front of her, the everyday concerns of watch schedules, security and logistics could be shoved into the darkest corner of her mind, and she could focus solely on doing what she loved best.
The mantis-kin leaped from the top of the wall surrounding the Bjørnson installation, heedless of where she landed, and ran into the mob of undead. Between the skeletons natural (or unnatural) resistance to piercing and slashing damage and their well-maintained armor, daggers were far from being the ideal weapon to use against the skeleton legionnaires. Gillian’s enchanted daggers, however, were empowered by her prodigious strength stat and numerous Shards and sliced through armor and bone with equal ease, leaving dismembered and beheaded skeletons behind the running arms master.
If she was bothering to dodge properly, none of the skeletons would have been able to land even a single blow against the experienced and agile warrior. But paying attention to dodging would mean taking attention away from stabbing, and Gillian trusted in her carapace enough to just take whatever blows came her way, shrugging the ineffectual attacks off. Given enough time, the arms master would have been able to defeat the entire cohort on her own, with the possible exception of the trio of liches. Unfortunately, by the time she managed to finish the skeletons and abominations off, the research compound would have been flattened to the ground.
A ball of sickly green magic launched from somewhere in front of Gillian, and flew over her head to splatter against one of the guard towers around the compound. The stones making up the tower immediately started to corrode, exposing the slain forms of the archers who manned it just a few short seconds ago. A barrage of arrows and spells focused on the spot the attack came from, but Gillian didn’t have much hope that it would be enough to kill the lich. She didn’t actually have the time to dwell on it, however, as the huge form of an abomination appeared in front of her.
The giant undead construct was visibly singed from being hit by an alchemical firebomb, but it wasn’t nearly enough to even slow it down.  Gillian charged at the abomination, using her daggers to latch onto the monster and climb it hand over hand. The abomination tried to snatch her up, but its misshapen arms proved too short to reach behind its back, and the arms master had little problems getting high enough to reach its monstrous head. Hanging on from two daggers, Gillian reached into her belt pouch and pulled what looked like any other Shard, but was full of a bright golden light. Raising the Shard in her top right hand, she stabbed it down into the head of the monster, and immediately jumped off.
A beam of bright golden light launched from the golden Shard and into the abomination’s head, continuing down into the top of its chest, only to finally burst from the bottom of the monster’s torso, and stab into the ground. The abomination, transfixed by the beam of light, slowly eroded from the inside out, leaving nothing behind but a large pile of dust.
Gillian looked into her pouch, seeing that she had only one more of the expensive single use weapons, and launched herself back into the fight.
	Solar Lance
Tier 3
Level 5
Sealed
Modified by alchemical and magical means, what was once a Skillshard had been turned into a weapon. The beam of light generated by the Lance does light element damage which increases with the length of the beam’s pathway inside the target, making it especially potent against giant sized foes.
Damage: 5-30/meter*second
Duration: 10 seconds.





The skeleton legionnaires had reached the walls by then, using each other as ladders to scale the wall, and the armsmen trained in melee combat met them on the battlements, fighting to keep them from entering the compound itself. A brief surge of guilt caught Gillian at the thought of her armsmen fighting the cohort without her direction, but was quickly squashed at the sight of another abomination approaching. She had complete faith in her armsmen’s skills, she rationalized, and her own abilities were better utilized out on the field of battle.
The second abomination proved trickier to battle than the first. Its left hand, made from what appeared to be the vines of a giant plant creature, was long enough and flexible enough that it could easily reach anywhere on its body, making climbing it into a real challenge. Rather than try the same stunt she did with the first abomination, Gillian ran under one of the giant monster’s feet, raising her second solar lance above her head so it pierced the sole of the construct’s strangely humanlike foot, and immediately activated a blink Skillshard to teleport ten meters away before the monster could crush her. Pierced by the weapon’s beam of light from the sole of its foot and up to its shoulder, the abomination didn’t last long, and another pile of ashes scattered to the wind where it stood.
Gillian was now out of weapons capable of destroying the giant constructs, and instead turned her attention towards the source of another ball of green corrosion, laying waste to dozens of skeletons on her way to find the lich.
There was another abomination between her and her chosen target, and the arms master had to circle around the giant undead before it caught sight of her. Soon afterwards a tall, decaying figure wearing a purple toga, a crown of decaying laurel leaves sitting on the top of its skeletal head.
The lich raised its hands, and a swirl of sickly green light slowly began to build between them. Gillian had little interest in ancient dead languages, but she assumed that its chanting was in Latin. Not that she paid it that much attention, of course. Her daggers went back into their sheaths, and her huge bow came out from behind her back. The arms master took an arrow that might have doubled as a short spear, and held the bow in her two left arms, using her two rights to draw the string. The huge arrow flew true from the bow, striking the lich’s temple, doing little damage but breaking its concentration enough to disperse its spell. The undead mage turned its head to look at the mantis-kin, who grinned gleefully and drew her daggers in preparation.
◆◆◆
 
Mathias Bjørnson could have been described as happy, but he was a tired man more than anything else. He looked down at the long, sinuous body lying before him. Fins, or possibly spinal platings, ran down its back. A long spiral horn emerged from its forehead. Shiny scales covered the body, except for the six feathered wings. The elusive snark took him on a long chase through countless locations in the thirtieth floor, sometimes flying, sometimes swimming and sometimes burrowing into the ground. Mathias's family had been tracking this particular specimen for almost half a year, and he himself has been inside the Labyrinth for a full month now.
But the long chase was finally over, and the snark lay dead. Mathias picked up a bright red Shard that appeared on the monster's wing, raising his eyebrow at the description he saw inside it, and then used his Butcher Skillshard to harvest the beast's horn. Once he had it in his bag, he took out a magic door. The single use item was crafted from essence crystals and mana receptive metals, and would open up a door from anywhere in the Labyrinth that will lead up to five people to whatever preset location it was attuned to. In this case, the door would deliver Mathias into the portal room of his family home.
The portal room at the Arctology was empty. A confused Mathias hurried from the room towards the Bjørnson family wing, getting more and more confused and worried as he saw the empty corridors. Rushing into the family meeting room, Mathias was greatly relieved to see his sister Cathrine and his father Daved, but a knot of worry remained in his heart when he heard the two speaking into their communicators, and the strained voice of his husband Olav answering.
"What's going on here?" He breathlessly gasped at his relatives. "Cathrine, Dad? Is something wrong in the installation?"
"Mathias?" Daved's eyes lighted up as he saw his son was back home. "What are you doing here? I thought you were closing in on the snark?"
"I caught it, and I've got the horn right here," he patted his bag wearily. "Now tell me. What's going on? Where is everybody?"
"There's a horde attacking the installation," Daved explained. "Almost all of the armsmen are up there with Olav fighting what looks like Roman skeletons and liches."
Turning around without another word, Mathias marched back to the portal room, ignoring his father's shouted questions. As soon as he passed through the portal, he could hear the sounds of battle from outside.
Not even stopping to orient himself, he stalked out of the portal room and up the nearest stairway to the top of the wall. Mana swirled in Mathias's hands, flowing down into the ranks of skeletons waiting to climb to the wall. A dozen vargr materialized in the midst of the skeletons, and immediately started tearing into them. More mana flowed into the battle, and a pair of orcs manifested. Shouted commands rallied the vargr, and the wolflike mosters started fighting in a coordinated fashion, protecting each other and their orcish commanders. More and more mana flowed into the battle, and a small horde of hobgoblins appeared, jumping on the backs of the vargr to form an instant cavalry force. 
By now, the summoned monsters had started to push the skeletons back, and Mathias turned his gaze towards the approaching abominations. A smile appeared on his face, and he took out the new Shard he got from the snark, Slicing it and instantly activating his new skill. Bright red streams of mana flowed into the sky, separating into two clouds, and slowly coalescing into a form that few people other than Mathias himself had ever seen before. Fifty meters long, and covered in bright red scales, except for six feathered wings colored blue and purple. Fins, or maybe spinal plates, covered the monsters' back, and a single spiraled horn graced their large heads. The two snarks called out in a voice that was part hiss and part screech, and flew with blinding speed towards the nearest abomination.
More and more monsters appeared in front of the angry Summoner. Elves and naga. Ents and fire elementals. Orcs and dwarves. Within minutes, an army matching that of the skeletons was standing before the walls. And this was no undisciplined mob like that summoned by a Horde Summoner, where each monster fought according to its own instincts, united only in their cause to obey their creator. Two orcish generals called out orders that were instantly obeyed by monsters that shouldn't have cooperated with each other. By beasts that shouldn't have been able to understand the words shouted at them. By beings that didn't even have the ears to listen with.
This was all, of course, thanks to Mathias's tier six class. It took great dedication and effort to reach this class, and even greater resources to acquire the Shards needed to summon strong enough creatures to make it worth using. But the results spoke for themselves, and the army of summoned creatures quickly pushed the skeleton horde away from the installation, dropping the abominations one by one.
	Legion
Tier 6
Level 2
354,000/600,000,000

As the amount and power of a summoner's minions grow, it is no longer possible to directly control them all, and chaos in the battlefield grows. The legion has learned to appoint legati, officers to command the other summons and forge them into a coherent force.

+7 Intelligence
Permanently designate one summon as legatus. That summon will command the others in battle.



With the skeletons and abominations down, the orcish legati turned their army on the liches. The arms master, seeing that the battle was nearly over and therefore her fun would soon end, decided to stop toying with her lich, and attacked it with a whirlwind of daggers, empowered by a Light Field Skillshard. Between the mages and archers back at the fort, and Mathias's summoned army, the remaining two liches were soon defeated, and Mathias quickly dismissed his army and went in search of Olav.




Chapter 12:

 Head in the Clouds

Between the need to reinforce the walls, treat the wounded and gather the loot, it took several more hours before someone came to relieve Ed and Lucy. The sun was rising over the open grassy meadow that was the current form of the bazaar as the tired duo made their way to Ingrid's room.
Ingrid caught them at the entrance to the family wing, grabbed them, and started walking towards the outside gate.
"What's going on Ing?" Lucy yawned as she was dragged through the Arctology corridors.
"Mathias is extremely mad about how the arms master behaved during the battle, and he called a family meeting. I think he wants to have her demoted, which is going to be a huge issue. And seeing that I'm a full family member now, I'll be expected to attend if I'm here. And I am not going to be cooped up in meetings all day, so we're going into the Labyrinth before Mother officially tells me I have to attend. I've already called Katya and she'll meet us at the stairway."
"I don't think that's a good idea," Ed objected. "Luce and I have been awake all night, and going into the Labyrinth exhausted is a sure recipe for disaster."
Ingrid stopped abruptly, and pulled two small potion vials filled with a viscous yellow liquid, offering one to each of her party mates. "Drink these, and you'll be fine."
"What are they?"
"Uncle Olav calls them tent potions. Gods alone know why. But they're the equivalent of eight hours of uninterrupted sleep."
"Wait wait wait," Lucy stepped in front of Ingrid and raised her hands in a 'hold it' gesture. "You've got potions that replace sleep and you aren't selling them and raking in the cash?"
"We can't get them through the AMDA, and Mother flat out refuses to act like a 'traveling show snake oil salesman', so we only market licensed products."
"Can't get them through the what now?"
"AMDA. Alchemical and Magical Drug Administration. Think FDA equivalent, except on the UN level and only dealing with any drug that has an alchemical or magical component."
"And why is the AMDA refusing to license this?"
"Bureaucratic red tape. We need to do clinical trials to ensure there are no serious side effects."
"That sounds less like red tape and more like what ordinary drugs have to go through," Ed pointed out.
"That might be true, but Uncle Olav says they're safe as long as you don't use them more than once a week. And while my crazy uncle will try anything on himself, he'd never give the rest of the family something that there was even a chance would hurt us. We've been using these for years now."
"I'm inclined to trust Olav Bjørnson on anything to do with alchemy," Ed said, and drank up his potion. "There's a reason Bjørnson brand potions sell for twice as much as any other maker."
"Yeah, and it's not like we ever checked the AMDA approval on any other potion," Lucy agreed before drinking her own portion. "Wow. That feels like a cold shower made from fresh espresso, and I have no idea why that comparison even makes sense to me."
"It does that. The disorientation will pass in a few seconds."
With Ed and Lucy feeling greatly refreshed, the three continued their way towards the gate out of the Arctology.
"I've been meaning to ask," Ed started a few seconds later, "the Arctology looks like it can hold hundreds of people, but as far as I can tell, there are only the family members and around fifty armsman around. I mean, I know there are cooks and other servants, but how is it that one of the Five is so small?"
"It's mostly because Granddad really dislikes administration," Ingrid sighed. "He never really wanted to found what amounts to a noble House, but the deal Christine Jacobson struck with the general assembly included him, and he grabbed the opportunity to research whatever magical direction took his fancy. We're really only a major House due to him being one of the original Five, and because nobody else can create the types of contraptions and potions that he and Uncle Olav can make. I personally think it's because they're both utterly insane, and nobody who is properly hinged can think about magic like they do. Mother's been working on getting us more properly staffed since she took over day to day matters, but it takes time to find and train good armsmen."
"That's… really not what I expected from one of the Five Families," Ed shook his head in wonder.
"I get that. And I should probably remind you that this comes under the heading of 'House secrets' that you're both sworn to keep as armsmen."
"Naturally. I have to ask though, if the House is so small, and we have so few armsmen, why are we keeping a secret lab inside the Labyrinth where it gets attacked like this regularly?"
"You'll need to ask Uncle Olav if you want a detailed answer. He'll gladly give you a long technical lecture full of terms like 'residual mana saturation' and 'background essence field levels'. I've honestly never had the desire to try to understand any of it. But it boils down to the fact that there are alchemical and technomagical operations that can only be done above certain floors of the Labyrinth. If Uncle and Granddad had their way, the installation would have been at floor forty, but Mother nixed that idea since there's no way we'll be able to hold it. So Uncle does most of his work in the permanent lab, and occasionally goes to higher floors to do specific whatever-it-is-he-doeses."
By then, the three had reached the gates, and the conversation turned to other, less secret, matters, until the party reached the stairway to the Labyrinth and met up with the waiting Katya.
Ed couldn't see Katya when the three got to the stairway, but he could clearly hear her voice whispering in his ear. "Privet. I hope you sleep well before delve today."
"Good morning to you too, Katya," Ed answered the invisible Drab. "Can you show yourself please, at least until we enter the Labyrinth?"
"You are no fun," a pouting Katya appeared in front of him, faux disappointment clear on her face.
"Oh, Ed is quite a lot of fun, I assure you," Lucy winked and grabbed Katya's arm to lead her up the stairway.
"You are terrible tease," Ed heard the brunette answer as he and Ingrid trailed after the two. "Absolutely terrible."
"I'm not sure the Labyrinth is ready for the two of them," Ingrid shook her head ruefully and her party mates' antics.
"I'm not sure I'm ready for the two of them," Ed answered as he stepped off of a flight of stairs, closing his eyes briefly against the disorienting feeling of up suddenly becoming left.
Five more flights of stairs, and five more changes in orientation later, the four stood in front of a simple wooden door.
"If it's gremlins again, we're leaving and waiting for the cooldown," Ingrid stated firmly. "I have no intention of going through that again."
"I think we can all agree to that," Ed reassured her, and she quickly entered the door, finding herself standing on a white, springy surface. A gap in the 'floor' appeared on her left side, showing a dizzying drop that must have spanned thousands of kilometers into a deep blue ocean. Ingrid couldn't take her eyes off the terrifying gap, which thankfully closed up a few seconds later. "Cloud kingdom," she called to the rest of her party before walking forward to clear the entrance. "Keep your eyes open for flyers!"
The rest of the party entered the floor behind her, and Ed quickly summoned his phantasms to prepare for whatever the floor threw at them.
"I will scout ahead and see what is waiting for us," Katya said and vanished from sight. "Follow green arrow."
"We'll give her a minute to move ahead, and then we'll start to follow," Ed ordered, noticing that a green triangle appeared in his vision as soon as Katya disappeared.
"Group of five blue wolves ahead," Katya's voice whispered in Ed's ears a few minutes later. "Are probably raijū, but no way to know for sure until they attack."
Hearing Katya's alert, Ed disabled his Lightning Field, as it would only heal the elemental beasts. "Ing, can you change your armor to leather? I think it will work better than the steel plate here."
Ingrid concentrated for a few seconds, and her armor slowly transformed itself from a set of full plate into a much lighter suit of boiled leather.
"OK. We'll move slowly until they're in view. Lucy, you hit them with a Storm as soon as you can. I want the fox kin to save its mana for Acid Bolts, since they'll probably be our best bet for single target damage."
The three slowly crept in the direction of the green arrow showing Katya's location, and soon spotted the five wolf-like creatures sprawled on the cloudscape. Ingrid and the phantasmal dwarf set up in front of the party, and Lucy cast her Chromatic Storm, which hit three of the five monsters. Howls of pain rang from inside the storm's radius, and the two unhurt wolves charged towards the party. Ingrid's taunt caught the attention of the first one, and it swerved to attack her, swiping its claws on the now leather-covered shield to little effect. Ingrid's return blow, unfortunately, passed harmlessly through the monster's immaterial body, causing the wolf to howl in pain but doing little apparent damage. The second monster, meanwhile, approached the phantasmal dwarf, but about a second before crashing into the summon, the wolf leaped into the air and transformed into a ball of lightning, passing through the dwarf and towards Lucy.
Right before it reached her, the ball of lightning changed back into a wolf, and its lightning wreathed claws caught her chest, disrupting her concentration and dispelling the Chromatic Storm, but doing little damage thanks to Ed's newest Shard.
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Lucy cried in pain, but before the wolf could attack her again, a sizzling bolt of acid hit its flank, the earth element charged acid eating deeply into the air elemental raijū, which howled in pain and turned towards its new tormentor. The fox-kin had a fresh barrier on it, but even with the barrier it was far too weak to take even a single attack from the wolf, and was dispelled almost instantly when the raijū clawed at it. Ed sent the phantasmal cat-kin to occupy the wounded beast, and quickly resummoned the fox-kin, and a second Acid Bolt was enough to finish up the first raijū.
Lucy, had recovered from the raijū's attack, and turned towards the three that were previously caught by her storm, finding them standing entranced, swaying to a melody only they could hear. A second cast of the Chromatic Storm brought them out of their trance, and they quickly shifted into their lightning form and burst out of the spell's area of effect, but even the few seconds inside the spell were enough to do serious damage, and two of the weakened beasts died to Lucy's Firebolt and the fox-kin's Acid Bolt spells. The third was caught by a combination of arrow, crossbow bolt and thrown daggers, but didn't seem at all fazed by the purely physical attacks, and the Raijū managed to reach the fox-kin and dispel it again before Lucy took it down with another Firebolt.
Ingrid and the phantasmal dwarf, meanwhile, were holding off the unwounded Raijū, but doing no damage to it, but the single monster wasn't much of a threat, and Lucy swiftly wore it down with Firebolts.
"I hate to say this," Ingrid said once the fight was over, "but I think we need to leave. This location is a really bad match for us."
The other three had no argument to offer, and after a quick check for loot, the party turned back to the door, resigned to waiting for the floor to reset.
“We need to consider how to prevent this from happening again,” Ingrid said while the party was waiting for the Labyrinth to reset their location. “Most of us could barely scratch those things, and they went straight through our front line to get at Lucy.”
“I don’t think it’s that urgent,” Lucy countered. “It’s only air elementals that are an issue, since the Lightning Field doesn’t work on them. Against anything else, most of us would be able to deal damage.”
“Is not big problem,” Katya agreed. “Waiting for reset is annoyance. All parties have bad location, and is not worth trouble to close all weaknesses.”
“Most parties don’t have what we have,” Ingrid argued. “One more elemental field on Ed will have let us take on the floor easily.”
“You are upset about have to abort floor twice in a row, yes?” Katya asked. “Is hobgoblin speaking. Goblin-kin, they do not like to retreat.”
Ingrid growled at her, and Ed went over to her and placed his hand on her shoulder. “Ing does have a point though. It won’t take much to close this hole in our abilities. I just don’t see how we can do it right now. I can’t Slice any more Shards, and I already have a list of Shards we all agree I have to have. And that’s without considering that I’ll want a Raceshard soon.”
“Is easy to fix, I think,” Katya said. “Should perhaps not be talking about things in open bazaar, but you can use same Shard like girls.”
“She has a point,” Ingrid was quick to agree. “You can use a bonus slot for another elemental field Shard. Or even go Elementalist and you’ll be able to switch the one you have to whatever element will work best in any situation.”
“Would that even work though?” Ed wondered. “It’s worth a try, I guess, but I don’t have an Elementalist ready, and can’t make another one right now.”
“As official sneaky person of party, I have to tell you to stop conversation now. Is better to wait until we are in Labyrinth before discussing further.”
“You’re the one who brought it up, Katya.”
“Yes, but I am discreet.”
When the waiting period was done, the Labyrinth presented them with a barren desert. Reddish yellow sand spread as far as the eye could see, with the door back to the stairway standing unsupported on top of a dune. A dry wind stirred the grains of sand, occasionally raising them high enough to irritate an eye or a nose, and the harsh sun boiled away what little moisture the air could hold.
Katya looked intently at the door, daring it to open and let someone else in. After five minutes, the drab stood up from her crouch and turned towards her party mates. “Is safe now. Door outside will lead to other location if anyone tries it.”
“Was that really necessary?” Ingrid asked crossly.
“How do you think I followed you? If we are talk about secrets, we should make sure no one is listening in.”
“We were talking about me Slicing a phantasm,” Ed interjected before an argument could really start. “Like I said before, I don’t know if it’ll work, but I’m willing to try.”
“Which brings us to the question of which phantasm you should use,” Lucy continued. “Of the ones you have now, I think the fox-kin is the best for you. Maybe you’ll finally be able to rank up your Lightning Field with the extra mana.”
“Elementalist would be better,” Ingrid disagreed. “You can only use one elemental field at any given time, so Slicing a second one is a waste, and Elementalist would give you more flexibility.”
“At the cost of extra mana,” Ed countered, “which I’m already in short supply of.”
A group of six giant hyenas chose that moment to charge at the party. The largest of the striped animals, which must have been at least three and a half meters long from nose to tail, stopped fifty meters from the party, and an eerie, chattering laughter filled the air. Dizziness washed over Ed when he heard the strange laughter, and his crossbow slipped from his hands as he fell to his knees, unable to keep his balance. Looking around him, he saw that his companions were in a similar state, and the rest of the hyena pack approached the downed party fearlessly.
Fortunately, the clockwork archer was unaffected by the hyena’s laughter, and it slowly and methodically raised its bow and aimed it at the laughing pack leader, the arrow flying true and striking the hyena’s foot. It wasn’t enough to kill the large beast, but it stopped laughing for long enough that Katya was able to get to her feet and start to sing. The pack leader quickly began its laughter again, but Ed couldn’t hear anything other than Katya’s song.
Ingrid and the phantasmal dwarf have also recovered from the dizziness, and were ready to meet the charging hyenas. A Shield Bash stunned the first to reach them, and Ingrid’s taunt made sure the other four concentrated on her. A barrage of Acid Bolts, Firebolts and crossbow bolts made short work of the hyena’s pack leader, while the phantasmal dwarf and cat-kin peeled off one of the hyenas attacking Ingrid and slowly whittled down its health. Once the leader was down, the party’s ranged attackers turned towards the rest of the pack, and quickly put an end to the battle.




Chapter 13: 

The Luck of Sindbad

"So which of phantasms should Ed use?" Katya asked after everyone had caught their breaths.
"I'm not sure we should continue this talk here, where we can be attacked at any moment," Ed answered after sending his phantasmal cat-kin to skin the dead hyenas.
"Is safest place from curious ears, unless you invite me into bear's house?"
"I'm not sure how safe from curious ears home will be if we bring one of Sveta's inside. Mother will certainly do anything she can to listen in," Ingrid added.
"So we're talking here, but I want everyone to keep an eye out for more monsters," Ed ordered.
"I still think Sorcerer is the way to go if you're getting a second Classshard, and that means the fox. You getting some extra agility isn't a bad thing too," Lucy said.
"And you are not at all saying that because you want Ed to be a foxboy," Ingrid muttered.
"I'm sure I have no idea what you're talking about."
"I can definitely use the extra mana, and I don't see any other option, really," Ed agreed. "I don't have an Elementalist phantasm, and I can't make one right now anyway."
Ingrid nodded acceptance, and Ed transformed his fox-kin into a large reddish-brown Shard, placed it over his chest and started pushing it in. "Ouch!"
A drop of blood appeared from the small puncture in Ed's skin, and he quickly took the Shard away, even as the naiad healed the insignificant wound.
	You are attempting to Slice two Shards of the same type.



"I guess that's it then," Ed said. "I can't use a phantasmal Shard on myself."
"I would not be so quick to jump to conclusion," Katya disagreed. "You said fox-kin had Manaflow, yes?"
"Yeah, it does. You think it's the two Manaflows that prevent me from Slicing it?"
"Is possibility that should be considered."
"It does bring us to a dead end though," Lucy said. "The naiad also has a Manaflow, and the rest of the phantasms don't fit Ed's role."
"And I still can't create another one."
"You can always give me cat, yes? Then you start new one with Shards that work for you."
"Let's wait a few more days first, OK? If it turns out that we're incompatible as team mates, I want to be able to split."
"Where is sense of adventure?" Katya pouted.
"Limited to almost getting killed by giant hyenas and lightning wolves?"
"I don't think this is getting us anywhere," Ingrid said while scanning the desert for foes. "We'll wait to see if we want this to be made more permanent, which, by the way, I'm positively dying to explain to Mother. There is one more option I want to check when we get back home, but let's focus on clearing this floor first."
The rest of the party was happy to agree, and the four started to move deeper into the desert.
The next attack came from above. There was no sound at all. Just a sudden brown and grey blur and the fox-kin was carried away by a giant falcon. A few seconds later the dead fox-kin was dispelled, and the falcon let out an angry screech as it climbed back to the sky deprived of its prey. Much slower on the way up than it was when swooping down, the falcon was an easy target for Lucy, Ed and the phantasmal archer, and after a precise arrow disabled its wing, an even easier target for Ingrid and Katya.
"Good thing it attacked one of the phantasms," Lucy said after the fight was over. "That swoop would have been nasty for Ed or me."
"Foxes and fox-kin must be part of its standard prey," Ed mused after resummoning the dispelled phantasm. "Probably the hyenas too, but that's not as relevant to us."
"That's not something I want to rely on," Ingrid said. "We're going to have to keep an eye out for more of them."
"I'll set the automaton to watch the sky," Ed said. "It should be able to disable them on the way down."
The party kept on towards the desert, fighting the occasional pack of hyenas or lone giant falcon. Knowing to expect the hyena's laughter, Katya was able to protect the party from its effects without issue, and while the automaton had only a fifty percent success at catching the swooping falcons, it still managed to give enough warning for the intended target, which was indeed always the fox-kin, to get out of the way.
After a couple of hours, the party spotted an oasis in the distance.
"Want to bet that's where we'll find the boss?" Lucy asked when it became clear that the oasis wasn't a mirage.
"My babushka, she taught me not to bet against house."
The party started to move faster, eager to get out of the oppressive heat of the desert, and it wasn't long before the desert sand was replaced with knee-high barley. The palm trees above gave very welcome shade against the punishing sun, and the smell of dates and honey filled the air. The party cautiously approached the spring in the middle of the oasis, and soon came in sight of the crystal clear water. A large pack of hyenas lounged next to the water, and a smaller group of hyena-kin sat next to a small campsite comprised of three large tents surrounding a cooking fire. One of the hyena-kin was tending a metal pot that sat on the fire and gave off the smell of mint and lemongrass. Seven camels stood away from the tents, hitched to the trees and munching on oats.
As the party peered at the caravan from between the palms, a large jinn came out of the central tent and looked straight towards them.
"Come in, come in! Do not be shy, I don't allow any harm to those under my hospitality!"
"And are we under your hospitality?" Katya's voice held not even a trace of her usual accent.
"Oh ho ho!" the jinn laughed and bowed in the party's direction. "Indeed, you are my guests! Come, sit in the shade and drink!"
Katya started walking towards the camp, only to be stopped by Ingrid. "Aren't you supposed to be the sneaky one here? You can't possibly trust this guy."
"The Seal of Sulayman binds jinn to speak nothing but truth to sons of Adam," Katya's accent was back in force now that she got the jinn to formally accept them as guests. "They will twist meanings of words and talk in half-truths, but will not outright lie."
"You are learned in the ways of the jinn," their host bowed again in Katya's direction. "And it is no wonder, as I can smell the fires of an ifrit on you."
"My name Yekaterina Gregorovna. These are party mates, Eduard, Lucy and Ingrid." Katya pointed at each of the others in turn as she approached and sat on a comfortable looking pillow that appeared from thin air at the jinn's gesture.
"Salaam alaikum, delvers. I am Hassan Abd alMalik, merchant and caravan master." More pillows appeared on the ground, enough to sit the entire party and the jinn himself. Once the entire party was seated, the hyena-kin tending the pot took it out of the fire, holding onto a long wire handle, and poured the steaming tea into a second pot, which it then stirred before finally pouring the tea into five china cups standing on a metal tray. Hassan took the tray, handing each of the party members a cup before taking one for himself and sipping from the still boiling drink. "Drink, my friends, drink. There is nothing in the tea that will hurt you in any way."
Ed raised the cup to his lip, blowing on the tea to cool it down, and took a cautious sip. The strong, sweet drink tasted wonderful after the long trek through the desert, and for a while, the only sounds other than the crackling of the fire were contented sighs.
"I have met many delvers in my travels, and I know what you must be thinking," Hassan said once the tea was drunk, "but I am not the amir of this which you call a floor, and I have neither the need nor the desire to fight you. Instead, I invite you to browse my wares, acquired in the vast reaches of this realm, and see if what I have will catch your fancy."
"We would be delighted to see your wares," Ed answered the jinn, "but I am not sure we have money that you will accept."
"Nonsense!" The merchant exclaimed. "I have done business with delvers before, and will do again in the future, and your credits are more than welcome to my purse!"
The jinn led the party into the central tent, and Ed couldn't help but gasp at the interior of the simple looking wool dwelling.
Glass spheres filled with glowing fireflies hang from the tent poles and shone their light on a vast carpeted room, far larger than the tent could possibly hold. The outside's simple black wool gave way to brightly colored silk, and silk pillows covered with treasures, knickknacks and everything in between were scattered around on the carpet.
Hassan was silent as the party spread in the room, giving them time to appreciate his merchandise.
Ed walked into the tent, ignoring a collection of glass jars containing what looked like a variety of spices, and leaned towards a simple looking brass oil lamp. "Is this?"
"Alas, it is not," the jinn was instantly by his side. "That lamp is beyond a simple merchant like me. This lamp will fill your house with a warm light and drive away insects, and nothing else."
Katya's attention was almost instantly drawn to an arabesque covered oud, which she picked up and strummed gently, listening carefully to the liquid sounds of the strings, ignoring her surroundings.
Ingrid's eyes turned to a bright blue sleeveless coat, clearly meant to be worn over a shirt and reach down to the wearer's ankles. The garment was heavily brocaded and sported buttons made of ivory.
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"This would work very nicely for you, Ed."
"Ooh, snazzy!" Lucy looked up from where she was examining an ornate pair of boots with upturned, curling toes.
Ed went over to look at the coat, which Ingrid was quick to drape over him. "Give us a twirl!" Lucy ordered enthusiastically, and Ed obligingly turned in a circle before removing the garment.
"A wonderful choice!" Hassan exclaimed, "And it can be yours for a mere twenty five hundred of your credits!"
Hearing the price shook Katya out of her trance, and she reluctantly placed the oud back on its pillow and came over to see what the fuss was all about. "Twenty five hundred! Bozhe moi! You are asking for money I put aside for babushka's new teeth! I will give one thousand for pretty boy coat!"
Lucy and Ingrid could only watch speechlessly as Hassan dramatically grabbed at his heart. "One thousand! And how will I feed my hard working camels? You are asking to bankrupt this poor merchant! Not a credit lower than twenty four hundred for this lovely enchanted coat!"
With the boundaries firmly set, the two settled down for a lengthy haggling session, their audience struggling not to giggle at the outrageous claims made by the merchant and the Drab.
Ed, meanwhile returned to browsing the merchant's seemingly endless collection of wares, his eyes roaming over jeweled shibriya daggers, colorful glass figurines, brightly colored hats, vests and trousers, and a saddle that might have fitted a horse, but only If it was thirty centimeters tall.
Eventually, among the cluttered treasures in the tent, he came upon a large pillow that was set aside from the rest, and held only a single item, a small seven-sided Shard.
	The Luck of Sindbad



This was all the information Ed could get from the Shard, which just increased the strangeness of it. Everyone knew that Shards were pentagonal, and came in one of three types: Race, Class or Skill. And when you looked into the Shard's base you saw its name, type, tier and description. But the only thing that he could see was what he assumed was the Shard's name.
"Thank you for keeping away from our haggling," Hassan's deep voice brought Ed out of his reverie. "It is a lot less fun to haggle when one is bound to tell nothing but truth."
"I figured that would be the case," Ed answered the jinn. "The Seal is as absolutely literal as it could be, isn't it?"
"Indeed. And you would do well to remember that. I am but a humble merchant, and there are few things I love more than a good haggle. But the shayatin hated humanity since before the third king, and their hatred only grew when he placed his seal upon us."
"Thank you for the warning," Ed bowed towards the jinn. "Can you tell me anything about this Shard?"
"Ah, you have a good eye, young delver. Sindbad was perhaps the most famous of sailors in the khalifate, for both his legendary luck and his legendary resourcefulness. Seven voyages he made in his life, and seven times disaster struck him on his way. Seven times he was abandoned or shipwrecked, and seven times he made his way home richer than any man could imagine. The Luck of Sindbad is both blessing and curse. Use it and you will find yourself on voyages of untold peril, but overcome the challenge and you will be rewarded."
"What kinds of peril, and what rewards?" Lucy asked curiously.
"That, I cannot say. For years I've had the Luck in my possession, and I have never mustered the courage to use it. But it is said that both the trials and the rewards are different for each person, so even if I had the knowledge, it would be of no use for you."
"I've never even heard of a Shard like that," Ed said in wonder.
"I have," Katya whispered. "My babushka, she has Kindness of Ivan. Three tasks she was given by witch. She never told me details about tasks, or of rewards she got."
"We call them Questshards, and my cousin Erik has the Strength of Thor," Ingrid added. "He finished three of five trials, and then lost his team mates in the fourth. He left New Minos after that one, and now refuses to enter the Labyrinth again because he doesn't want to face the fifth. I do know that he got large boosts to his strength and an ability that boosts lightning skills from it."
"How come the two of us don't know anything about these Shards?" Lucy asked. "There aren't even rumors about them!"
"Because they are extremely rare. I knew about Sveta's Shard because she used to be a good friend of my mother's, but the Kindness and the Strength were the only two I've ever heard about until now."
"Is likely that other Houses have found few more, but they are keeping quiet. More important question is how much you want for Shard?" Katya added, rubbing her hands in delight at the thought of another haggling session.
"I'm afraid this Shard is too precious to be sold for credits," Hassan said apologetically. "The only reason I would even consider selling it is that I will never dare to use it myself."
"What would you except for it, if not credits?" Ed asked the jinn.
"I will take one of your own in trade for the Shard."
"I don't think that's going to happen," Ed said, placing it back on the pillow and backing away from the jinn. "My companions are not for sale, no matter what you offer."
"You misunderstand my intention. I do not traffic in slaves. But my home is the desert, and jinn are creatures of the fire, earth and air. A spirit of water will be a precious treasure indeed for one such as I, and will be a welcome trade for a danger I am unwilling to face and rewards I will never attain."
"Can we even make such a trade? I have no way to disconnect the naiad."
"I am jinn!" The merchant boomed. "If you agree to the trade, I will facilitate it!"
"I think we need to discuss this in private," Ingrid took Ed's arm to lead him out of the tent. "But first, I would like to know if Ed will be able to replace his summon if he trades it off to you."
"In truth, I cannot answer your question. I have never encountered a summoned creature quite like this before."
"I'll probably be able to replace it, Ing. Just like when they blew up or when I gave them to you and Lucy."
"It does make sense," Ingrid agreed, "but I would have liked a more confident answer than that before trading away our main source of healing."
"Then if you will please forgive us, Hassan, we really should discuss something like this before agreeing."
"Of course. The Luck of Sindbad would catch up your whole party, and it is a poor leader who makes such decisions on his own," Hassan said before bowing to the party as they left the tent and walked out of earshot from his camp.
"This is not a good idea," Ingrid said as soon as they were out of earshot. "These things killed my cousin's entire party and left him unwilling to enter the Labyrinth."
"We can't ignore it though," Lucy argued. "If the Labyrinth brought us to a Questshard, ignoring it will only bring us even worse trials."
"You don't understand how it works Luce. This thing can grab us into its journey out of nowhere. As long as you're in the Labyrinth, it can arrange for the most contrived coincidences to pull you into its trials. It's too dangerous!"
"I don't like this any more than you do, but if the Labyrinth wants us on those adventures, it will get us on those adventures."
"Where is sense of adventure? My babushka has Questshard and says she never regretted using it. We should grab Shard and embrace trials with both hands!"
"Your grandmother has a three sided Shard, Katya. Erik managed the first three too before the fourth wiped his party. And this one has seven!"
"Labyrinth is harsh, but is not unfair. If it gave us Shard, we have chance to succeed."
"The Labyrinth is an extradimensional deathtrap. It doesn't do 'fair'."
"And yet you walk in every day risking it for thrills and power," Lucy tagged in to the argument. "This isn't any difference, other than raising the bar on both danger and reward."
"Is Ed's decision anyway. He is one that has phantasm to trade."
"It can't be just me that decides," Ed shook his head. "Lucy and Ingrid are going to get pulled into this, even if you can just stay away."
"It's still your decision," Ingrid disagreed. "Much as I dislike this, it's two for and one against, and you're the deciding voice here."
"Then we're going to take the Shard. I'm sorry Ing, but this is the kind of opportunity that we can't ignore."
"I had a feeling you'd say that," Ingrid sighed. "Then we need to consider the practical side of it. We're in the middle of the floor, and since Hassan isn't the boss, we still have that ahead of us, and this trade leaves us without a healer."
"That is good point. I do not like thought of fighting boss without healer."
"Maybe Hassan knows where the boss is. If it's near, we can fight it before trading away the naiad," Lucy suggested.
"We'll go and ask, but if it isn't near here, we're going to have to retreat after getting the Shard," Ed decided. "We're going to want to be out of the Labyrinth before Slicing it anyway, since we definitely don't want the trials to catch us without a healer."
Seeing that nobody had any further objections, the party went back to the waiting jinn. "We'll take the Luck of Sindbad," Ed said, "but we don't want to face the boss fight without a healer. Do you know if it's near enough that we can fight it first and then do the trade?"
"The amir is a powerful gnoll that lives in a ruined temple to the kafir god Ra. It lies half an hour's walk into the desert from here."
"That's annoying but doable. We can go to the temple to fight the boss, then come back and buy the Questshard
before we leave the floor."
"Then I bid you good luck on your battle," Hassan bowed. "I must warn you that evening is approaching and that I must continue my journey when the air cools down. You will have until then to finish your battle and return if you want the Shard."
"Thank you for your help, and for waiting for us," Ed bowed back to the jinn. "We'll be back soon."
The four bid farewell to the jinn, and left the oasis in the direction he sent them. The heat of the desert was as oppressive as it was before their rest stop, and Ed was concerned about wearing his new coat, but soon discovered that the garment was light enough to be almost unnoticed.
The walk to the ruined temple was uneventful, and soon a large, irregularly shaped but clearly artificial plateau appeared in the distance. Stairs rose from the desert's sand to the top of the plateau, where a ruined gate in a stone wall gave access to the temple courtyard. The broken tip of a tall obelisk could still be seen on the furthest side of the clearing, marking the main altar.
As the party approached the temple, hyena-kin archers started shooting at them from the top of the wall. Ingrid summoned a large tower shield and started to run towards the stairs leading up to the gate, accompanied by the phantasmal dwarf and cat-kin. As the archers started to focus their fire on the charging trio, the clockwork automaton methodically aimed its longer bow, and slowly picked off the defenders.
Ingrid had to slow down when she reached the stairs, and the sharper angle of fire meant she could only block the arrows coming from her left, but her armor proved enough to protect her from the sporadic fire. The phantasmal cat-kin fared far worse, and fell to the archers' fire halfway up the stairs.
By the time Ingrid and the Stonehammer reached the top of the stairs, the hyena-kin dropped their bows and approached them wielding short, sickle-like khopeshes.
With Ingrid occupying the defenders, the rest of the party could approach safely, and they ran up the stairs to find Ingrid holding a smaller, more conventional shield and a short spear facing six hyena-kin warriors, and the phantasmal dwarf facing three more.
Ed and Lucy, reinforced by the phantasmal fox-kin and clockwork archer, prepared to aid their companions when a chanting voice sounded from further into the temple, and darkness covered the raised plateau.
The hyena-kin seemed unaffected by the sudden darkness, and Ingrid cried out when several hard blows she couldn't see managed to slip past her shield and hit her. The heavy khopeshes couldn't cut her through her armor, but the blades were covered by a chill that was colder than ice, and each hit sapped her strength even through the steal and padding.
After the first few attacks, she increased the size of her shield and hunkered behind it, and shouted to her allies "They're doing darkness damage!"
The phantasmal cat-kin was far less resilient than Ingrid, and the cover of darkness deprived it of the advantage of its high agility, and two of the hyena-kin fell on it and killed it within seconds. Having almost three times the hit points and a suit of plate armor, the dwarf fared a little better than the cat-kin, but without a shield it started to accumulate damage from the darkness enchantment on the monsters' blades, and with the naiad concentrating all of its healing on Ingrid, it too fell to the concentrated attack.
Katya started to sing, and the attacking hyena-kin swayed around dazed, giving her allies time to regroup, but a few seconds later the darkness in front of her solidified into solid tendrils, and the Drab had to stop her singing and concentrate on evading the attacking tentacles.
Fortunately for the party, Katya's distraction gave enough time for their eyes to adjust to the darkness, and Lucy's active Fire Shield gave out enough light for them to see at least the silhouettes of their attackers.
Unable to see well enough to aim his crossbow, Ed racked his brain for anything he could contribute to the battle. Most types of magical darkness were impervious to mundane sources of light, but on the off chance that it would work, he pulled out a flashlight from his pack and turned it on. As he expected, turning on the flashlight proved useless, and Ed stuck it back into his pack.
Looking at his status for anything that might help, Ed noticed that the Classshard of his phantasmal fox-kin reached level five sometime during their delve, and quickly brought up the information about its race.
	Fox-kin
Tier 0
Level 5
Closed
A variety of beastkin known for their agility and intelligence, fox-kin appear as humans with a bushy tail and fox ears.
+3 Agility
+2 Intelligence
Rank up options
Grey fox-kin (tier 1)
Marble fox-kin (tier 1)
Arctic fox-kin (tier 1)
Silver fox-kin (tier 1)
Red fox-kin (tier 1)
Kitsune (tier 1)



He took a few seconds to note that all four of the basic elemental variants were unlocked and to realize that it must be because of the Chromatic Storm Shard, before he quickly selected the last option on the list, and the fox-kin was briefly covered in a red-golden light.
When the light died out, the only visible changes in the newly ranked-up kitsune were the appearance of a second bushy tale and a slightly brighter hue to its fur, but Ed wasted no time in ordering his phantasm to use its newly acquired ability, and one after the other, the hyena-kin facing the party were covered by bright golden flames. The flames weren't doing any damage to the monsters, but provided a very convenient target for the rest of the party.
	Kitsune
Tier 1
Level 1
0/5000
Highly intelligent fox spirits with the ability to assume humanoid form, the kitsune are masters of enchantment and illusion.
Foxfire: Cover a target creature or item with illusory fire. The fire is visible even inside the cover of darkness spells. Creatures under the effects of foxfire gain 50% resistance to darkness magic.
Duration: 10 minutes
Cost: 5 mana/target



As soon as the first target was visible, the phantasmal archer loosed a precisely aimed arrow, piercing its knee and causing it to buckle, leaving the monster open for Ingrid to stab its torso with her spear, and Lucy followed up with a Firebolt that finished the wounded fighter.
Ed resummoned his dwarf and sent it to take some of the heat off of Ingrid and then drank a mana potion before summoning the cat-kin and sending it to assist. With all of his summons back on the field, he raised his crossbow again and joined Lucy and the clockwork archer in shooting at the hyena-kin.
More chanting sounded from deeper in the temple and a second cluster of darkness tendrils started to solidify in front of the kitsune, but Ed was expecting it and the kitsune covered itself with more foxfire, protecting it from the darkness magic. Katya, who was unable to do anything other than evade the tendrils attacking her, was the next target for the foxfire, and her thrown daggers joined the ranged attacks on the monsters.
Seeing that his darkness spell wasn't working any more, the hidden spellcaster released it, and the returning sunlight blinded the delvers and hyena-kin alike, giving it a chance to chant a new spell.
By the time Ed could see again, a swarm of dozens of snakes was crawling towards them. "Lucy, cast your storm on the right side, and I'll have the kitsune take the left!"
Most of the snakes were caught by the twin Chromatic Storms, but ten of them were too close to the party and Ingrid found herself facing four large boa constrictors in addition to the five hyena-kin that she was still fighting.
Four more constrictors were crawling towards the phantasmal dwarf and cat-kin, and two asps tried to slither past them and attack the more vulnerable party members behind. More and more snakes slithered from deeper inside the temple grounds, forcing Lucy and the kitsune to keep the Chromatic Storms up.
Ingrid shouted to activate her provoke skill, causing the two hyena-kin attacking the phantasmal dwarf to leave it and gang up on her, but the snakes seemed completely unaffected, and she had to retreat before the first constrictor could coil around her.
Katya's song, however, had a far greater effect on the snakes, and all ten stopped their attack and started swaying back and forth. Seeing that the snakes were effectively stunned, Ed ordered his cat-kin to finish them off, while the dwarf, clockwork archer and he attacked the hyena-kin.
Two more of the hyena-kin and all of the snakes were dead before the still unseen spellcaster changed tactics again, and the desert sand started to flow upward, coalescing into two large, vaguely humanoid forms.
"Sand elementals!" Ingrid shouted he saw the new enemies forming. "I'm not going to be doing much damage against those!"
"Lucy, switch to Icebolts while I dismiss and resummon the kitsune to refresh its mana!" Ed ordered, "Ingrid, can you hold against the remaining hyenas?"
"I can hold, as long as the elementals don't get to us, but we need to do something about that caster, or you guys'll run out of mana potions soon!"
"Katya, try to flank them and get at that caster before it throws something else at us!"
"Is piece of cake," the Drab said before vanishing from everyone's sight, leaving nothing except for the outline of foxfire, which vanished a second later when Ed dismissed his kitsune.
A trio of Icebolts smashed into the one of the elementals, the ice damage freezing large spots on the earth/fire hybrid. The clockwork archer, waiting for just that opportunity, loosed an arrow at the suddenly brittle patches on the normally physically impervious elemental, shattering the frozen patch and leaving a deep gouge in the construct's body.
The seven hyena-kin attacking Ingrid weren't having any luck in getting past her defense, and while she wasn't getting any chances to strike back at them, the phantasmal cat-kin and dwarf were free to attack them from behind, and by the time the elementals got close enough to attack them, two more of the hyenas were down.
Ed summoned the kitsune again, and a Chromatic Storm covered the wounded sand elemental, but its companion got close enough to pulverize the dwarf with one of its massive fists.
"Ingrid, fall back!" Ed shouted before drinking another mana potion and summoning the dwarf. "I'll have the dwarf hold the line long enough for you to get out. Lucy, as soon as she's out of the AoE, storm on the hyenas!"
He sent the dwarf to charge at the clustered hyena-kin, giving Ingrid time to disentangle herself and run away. The cat-kin was making quick hit and run attacks against the elemental, staying just out of its reach and holding its attention, and as soon as Ingrid was far enough away Lucy's Chromatic Storm covered the remaining hyena-kin, elemental, dwarf and cat-kin.
"I'm out of potions," Ed told his party mates while the twin storms ate away at the elementals' hit points. "I can do one more summon, but that's it."
"I've got one more," Lucy's voice was strained from concentrating on the storm spell. "We need to finish this fast."
"I found caster," Katya's voice reached them. "Is big gnoll dressed like priest. I think he is drawing mana from altar."
"I'll go help Katya with the boss," Ingrid said and took off towards the interior of the temple, but before she got more than a few steps away, a loud yelp came from Katya's direction, and the two sand elementals fell apart, returning to being simple piles of sand.
"Foul intruders!" The gnoll's angry voice yelled. "I will show you the true power of Apep!"
The party ran towards the voice, and reached Katya, who was retreating from a gnoll wearing black linen robes, a headdress in the shape of a rising cobra on its hyena-like head. Black flames formed a circle around the priest, who raised a large staff above his head in both hands and broke it in half. The flames rose higher and the circle narrowed, until they engulfed the priest.
The fires rose higher and higher, reaching a height of ten meters, and then suddenly vanished, leaving behind a huge cobra.
The priest turned snake hissed, and snapped forward towards Katya, who had barely enough time to jump sideways and avoid the attack. Bolts of fire and acid struck the snake before it had a chance to recover from its attack, and it hissed again in anger and struck at Lucy with its tail, crushing her barrier spell but doing little damage. Unfortunately for the priest, the move left him exposed to attack, and Ingrid's halberd slashed a deep gash in its scales. The snake turned towards her and opened its mouth to attack, receiving an arrow in the back of its throat for its efforts.
Ed resummoned his cat-kin, and the agile phantasm used its claws to climb on the snake's back, while Katya threw dagger after dagger at its face. Disoriented by the attacks and out of balance because of the climbing cat-kin, the snake tried to bite Ingrid, but missed her and received another deep wound in its cheek. The archer fired another arrow, this one hitting the snake's left eye, and the beast screeched in anger and pain. A screech that only intensified when the cat-kin reached its head and stabbed its dagger into the other eye.
Blinded and wounded, the snake tried to slither away from its tormentors, but another barrage of acid and fire bolts hit it from behind and put it out of its misery.
The dead snake shriveled away, and within seconds the dead body of the gnoll priest was left on the ground, surrounded by a pile of sand, and the delvers collapsed around it, exhausted.
It took a few minutes before anyone had the energy to move, and Katya approached the dead gnoll to search its body.
The robes and headdress of the dead priest were both enchanted, but both carried the stigma of belonging to a priest of a dark god.
	Black Priest Robes
These robes are cut in the style of the ancient Egyptian, but their color indicates that they belonged to a priest of the Great Serpent Apep.
+2 Wisdom



 
	Serpent Headdress
This headdress belonged to a high ranking priest of Apep.
+50% to the effect of all darkness spells



The priest's staff had also likely been enchanted, but the broken halves have lost whatever magic they once had.
The best find, however, was the Shard that allowed the priest to constantly replenish its mana by calling upon its dark god.
	Mana Syphon
Tier 1
Level 0
Essence 0/1000
Passive skill
Draws mana from the environment. The rate of the mana draw depends on the surrounding mana levels.



◆◆◆
 
Hassan's hyena-kin servants were taking down the tents when the tired party stumbled into the oasis. "Welcome back, my friends!" The jinn booming voice greeted them. "I take it you’ve been successful on your mission?"
"We have, and we're now ready to buy the Questshard," Ed answered.
"Marvelous! I've kept it out of the packs in case you made it back in time."
"How do we do this, precisely? I didn't think there was any way to remove Shards once they were sliced."
"It is certainly not an easy task, and would be beyond the ability of all but the most powerful of beings, but when the great king Sulayman Sealed the powers of the jinn to protect mankind, he gave us the ability to draw on the collective power of all jinn to fulfill wishes. You will wish to give me your naiad, and I will use my power to grant that wish, and in exchange I will give you the Luck of Sindbad."
"So I just have to say that I want to give you my naiad?"
"Indeed, but you need to say the words 'I wish to give you my naiad'. The Seal prevents any jinn from fulfilling wishes unless they are properly worded."
"I see. In that case, Hassan, I wish to give you my naiad!"
Hassan clapped his hands loudly. "Your wish is granted!" The jinn's voiced boomed even louder than usual, echoing strangely as if hundreds of voices were speaking together. Ed felt a nauseating clench in his stomach as part of his aura was wrenched away from him as the phantasmal naiad glowed with an orange light and disappeared, and a large blue Shard appeared in Hassan's hands.
"It is done," the jinn announced, and the Shard vanished from his hands, only to be replaced by the seven sided Luck of Sindbad Shard, which the jinn handed to Ed with a bow. "It is a pleasure doing business with you, delvers. I hope that we meet again in the future."
"The pleasure is ours," Ed took the Shard and bowed back. "Good luck on your travels."
The rest of the party bid the jinn farewell, and the merchant mounted one of his camels and led the caravan out of the oasis.
"I do not think we should use Luck until we are out of Labyrinth," Katya said after the jinn was gone. "We do not want to get caught in shenanigans before we have healer back."
"I don't have an open slot for it anyway," Ed answered.
"That's not an issue," Ingrid told him. "Questshards don't absorb essence like normal Shards. They level up when you finish their trials instead, so they don't count against your max Shards."
"That's good to know, but Katya is still right. If this thing can activate whenever it wants to, we want to be prepared before I Slice it."
"Can you even make a new phantasm? We have no idea how this will affect your Shard."
"Let me check," Ed answered and brought up the information about his Conjure Phantasm Shard.
	Conjure Phantasm
Tier 0
Level 5
Sealed
Creates constructs made of pure mana to serve the user. One construct can be created per skill level.
Available phantasms
Phantasmal Worker                               10 mana
Phantasmal KItsune Sorcerer               15 mana
Phantasmal Dwarf Stonehammer       25 mana
Phantasmal Cat-kin Daggerman          15 mana
Phantasmal Clockwork Archer             20 mana
Living Phantasms
Ingrid Bjørnson
Lucy Bradshaw
 



"I've still got the worker, so I should be able to make another healer."
"That's good to know. But I think we need to do some more experimentation first," Lucy said.
"Let's get out of here and back to the Arctology before we discuss this," Ingrid stopped her. "I'll feel a lot better if we aren't in the Labyrinth without a healer."
Another long but uneventful hike later brought the party back to the ruined temple, and the door out of the Labyrinth set behind its main altar. Once they were back on the floor of the bazaar, Katya bid the rest of the party farewell, promising to meet again the following morning, and Ed, Lucy and Ingrid returned to the Bjørnson family home.
The three were on their way to Ingrid's suite when Cathrine Bjørnson caught up to them. "And where have you been all day, young lady?"
"Out in the Labyrinth, doing my best to assist my armsmen to reach the eleventh floor, like the arms master told them to, of course. Where did you think I was?"
"You are a full-fledged member of this family now, Ingrid, and you are expected to join us in council. It is acceptable to be absent if you are in the Labyrinth, but we both know that you were in the Arctology when your Uncle Mathias called for council, and you should have attended."
"I'm sorry Mother. I was just eager to get back to the Labyrinth."
"Very well. But I will expect you to join us next time, unless you are already inside the Labyrinth when you are called."
"I will be there, Mother. Can you tell me what was decided?"
"Gillian Solomon is no longer arms master of this House. She is too irresponsible when there is actual fighting. She remains in our employ as an auxiliary armsman, but doesn't hold any authority. Mathias is taking over as arms master until we can find some to take her place."
"Well, that should make Uncle Olav happier, since he's been stuck here for the past months and will be stuck for even longer since he has the snark horn to play with."
"I wouldn't know. He dragged Mathias to their suite as soon as we were done with council and I haven't heard from them since."
"Good for Olav!" Ingrid grinned. "But if you will excuse us, Mother, we would like to arrange for dinner and rest. It's been a long day in the Labyrinth."
"Enjoy your dinner, Ingrid."
"Thank you, Mother."




Chapter 14: 

Ed Ache

After the tired trio finally reached Ingrid's suite and sent down a dinner order to the kitchen, Ed finally continued the conversation that was started in the oasis.
"What experiments do you think we should make, Luce?"
"We have a free phantasm slot now, so it's time to try some more Shard merging."
Ed winced in anticipation of the headache Lucy's idea will involve. "I'm really not looking forward to more Shardshock."
"I can't say that I know what that feels like, but that first attempt got us a really big power up, and if my ideas pan out it'll give us an even bigger advantage."
"What, precisely, did you have in mind? I'm not promising I'll do it, but I'll at least listen."
"I've been thinking about two main things," the kobold answered. "First of all, I want to see if Chromatic Sorcery will combo with other Shards. It's far too big a coincidence that the first elemental Skill we tried worked, and if it can work with your Lightning Field, it solves all of our elemental damage issues."
"That does make sense," Ingrid agreed. "It'll also help a lot if we can get the bolt skills to do chromatic damage."
"Assuming I can have more than one chromatic skill. Which brings me to the next point, which is that we need to check if you rejected the fox-kin because you have the Conjure Phantasm Shard or because you both have a Manaflow Shard."
"That's a good idea," Ingrid said. "If we can get you a sorcerer class it'll easily give you the mana needed to upgrade some of your buffs."
"You're both right," Ed said reluctantly. "It's too much of a boost to not try. So what are we going to need?"
"At least two Chromatic Sorceries," Lucy started counting, "one Lightning Field, one Firebolt, one Sorcerer and two Raceshards."
"Two?" Ingrid asked.
"Yeah. If you give the phantasm a Lightning Field, Ed will reject it. We'll need two different phantasms for both ideas."
"We can spare one Raceshard though," Ed disagreed. "If we start with a race for me and a sorcerer class, I can try to Slice that first, and if it doesn't work, we can use the same phantasm for the other experiment. And if it does work, we haven't lost anything in the attempt."
"Good point. And we'll need new nymph and Cure Lesser Wounds Shards as well to start working on a new healer."
"Yeah, so we want a Raceshard for me and a nymph for the healer, for a total of two Shards. And if we end up using the nymph for the chromatic spells, we're going to need to either get a new one later or buy enough essence to Seal the two skills."
"This is really starting to eat into my available cash," Ingrid winced, "but it'll be worth it if it works. So what Raceshard are we getting for you?"
"We want something with good intelligence and wisdom bonuses, and maybe a magic affinity," Lucy mused. "Not a kobold though. You don't need the elemental bonuses that badly, and something more generic would probably be more effective for you."
"What about jinn?" Ed asked. "They're more physically oriented at the low tiers, but some of the rankup options are very good for magic based roles."
"I don't know," Lucy answered. "Won't you be bound by the Seal of Sulayman?"
"You've got a point. Being unable to lie would be a major pain. Scratch jinn of the list then."
"Sidhe could work," Ingrid suggested. "Intelligence and wisdom bonuses at the start, then either more of the same or direct bonuses to magical ability depending on the path you choose."
"You just want a pretty boy faerie in your bed," Lucy grinned and threw a pillow at the hobgoblin.
"Guilty as charged," Ingrid caught the pillow and chucked it back at Lucy. "But my reasons are still valid."
"I don't think fey is good." Ed shook his head at both his lovers' antics and the idea. "The iron allergy is going to be an issue, especially in this House."
"We don't actually use that much iron. Granddad doesn't like its esthetics, and he says that copper is a better magic conductor anyway. But you're right about the feys' iron allergy. It'll be a problem in the Labyrinth."
"Fox-kin is still an option," Lucy said. "If you get a sorcerer class with it, it opens up kitsune which should work really well."
"But if I can't get a second class, I'm probably stuck with grey, which splits the stats to intelligence and agility. Or with Raijū, since I have summoner. But those aren't that good for a support class anyway."
"You could always go with elf. High elf is out as a rankup option since I'd like you to keep your emotions, but Ljósálfr is a good option."
"Still intent on getting a faerie type into bed, Ing?"
"I have impeccable taste Luce. Current company excluded."
A knock at the door interrupted the conversation, and Ed opened the door to let a maid roll a cart covered in appetizingly smelling plates into the room. When all of the plates were ordered on a large tray and the maid left the room, Ingrid started to uncover the plates, revealing a plate of dahu stew and another of roasted potatoes. A large loaf of fresh bread and a carafe of coffee completed the meal.
"So we are agreed that we'll go for a fox-kin if Ed can Slice a phantasmal Shard, or an elf if he can't?" Lucy asked while taking a large serving of the mythological goat stew.
"Yeah, I think those are our best options," Ed agreed while pouring coffee for all three of them.
"Good. I'll go to the quartermaster after we finish dinner and get the Shards."
After dinner was done and Ingrid came back from the quartermaster, she and Lucy sat down on the beanbags to watch Ed experiment with the phantasms.
He started by summoning a new Phantasmal Worker, and Slicing the Fox-kin Shard Ingrid brought into it. As usual, the phantasm vanished when the Shard was sliced, and Ed quickly summoned it again. The Sorcerer Shard was next, and again he resummoned the phantasm after it vanished.
"Let's see if this works," Ed said and changed the fox-kin sorcerer into a phantasmal Shard. He placed the Shard on his chest and pressed it in, but the slight sting he felt when the point pressed into his skin heralded the message he already half expected to get.
	You are attempting to Slice two Shards of the same type.



"That's a bust," he released the phantasmal Shard and it turned back into a fox-kin. "Guess you'll be getting your faerie boy after all, Ing."
"Yeah, but we should at least wait until you can Slice it without getting in Breach."
"Shouldn't be too long before my stoneskin is maxed."
"We really should make it our priority though," Ingrid said. "We need the barrier ranked up, and the Lightning Field won't hurt too."
"Probably. I need max mana more than I need regen now, so the syphon will have to wait."
"Let's try the chromatics then. That will probably be the biggest boost we can get right now."
Ed nodded his assent, and took one of the Chromatic Sorcery Shards Ingrid brought.
"Wait!" Lucy reached up to stop him before he could Slice the Shard. "Start with the Lightning Field. We don't know if the order matters and you already have that one."
"Good point," Ed replaced the Chromatic Sorcery, Sliced the Lightning Field into the waiting fox-kin and resummoned it. "Let's see if this works."
Ed winced when he placed the Chromatic Sorcery Shard on the patch left by the Lightning Field, already anticipating the shardshock pain, but the Shard slid smoothly into the patch, and the fox-kin vanished.
	Chromatic Field
Tier 0
Level 1
0/100
Adds an elemental damage component to all attacks.
Special
Chromatic Advantage: Chromatic Field can deal fire, water, air or earth damage, and will always deal the type of damage most harmful to its targets.
+1-5 lightning damage
-5 maximum mana when active



"Nice," Lucy whistled when Ed read the new description. "This is definitely going to make our lives easier."
"I'll want to tell Mother about this," Ingrid said. "The House could really use this kind of advantage."
"I get your point," Ed answered, "but this is all but admitting that we have a way to safely test merging Shards."
"You don't honestly believe that Mother doesn't at least suspect it, right? I can't see how this helps her get to what we want to keep hidden."
"That's not the issue. I can just see all of the experiments she and your granddad will want to run. I'll want to cut off my own head by the time it's done."
"OK, yeah. I can definitely see that happening. We'll just have to tell them that it was a limited thing. It's not even actually lying, since you'll be out of workers when we finish here."
"Fine. You can tell her, but I keep the right to veto any experiments they suggest if and when I have another free worker."
"That's fair. I'll back you up on it if my family insists."
"Great, now that you two are done, can we get to trying the Firebolt? I want to see if it works," Lucy said impatiently.
"Sure. Just give me a second," Ed said and drank a mana potion to recover enough mana to resummons the fox-kin. "OK, first a Firebolt, now to resummons it, and…"
	You are attempting to Slice two Shards of the same type.



"Sorry Luce. Looks like you can't have two chromatics."
"I guess it was too good to be true. Makes me glad I got greedy early on and used a tier 2 on it."
"Time to pop this thing and get us a new healer," Ingrid handed Ed another Shard, which he promptly tried to merge with the fox-kin's Raceshard, causing the phantasm to vanish and a piercing pain to hit his head.
	You are suffering from Shardshock.
Mana regeneration, health regeneration and essence gains reduced to zero.
Time left: 5 hours.



It took a few minutes before Ed could even groan in pain. "Ouch. This is much worse than the last time we tried it, and I got the debuff for five hours instead of three, and it nixed my health regen too."
"Must be an hour per destroyed Shard," Lucy speculated. "And more Shards gets you a heavier debuff."
"Which means we want to keep this as low as possible if we do it again," Ingrid added. "We don't want to risk higher levels of the debuff doing permanent damage."
Ed could only groan in agreement, and it took him half an hour before he recovered enough to be able to use his skills, and he quickly summoned another phantasmal worker, which he Sliced with first a new nymph Shard and then a cure lesser wounds.
"I think I'm off to bed now," he said once they had their new healer phantasm. "The debuff should clear out before morning, and hopefully it takes the headache with it."
"Want some company?" Lucy asked with a smile.
"Not tonight dear," Ed answered with a wry smile. "I have a headache."
◆◆◆
 
Ed woke up feeling much better the next morning, and after eating breakfast (with a lot of coffee for the coffee zombie), the three delvers left the Arctology and headed towards the stairway.
"I do not think we should try the eighth floor today," Katya said when she caught up to them near the stairway. "We have new healer, and need to level up before pushing forward."
"Good morning to you too, Katya," Ingrid smiled at the drab. "You certainly have a point. I think the sixth will work. I've a Cleric and a Manaflow ready for it, so we can just keep going until we feel good enough to continue."
"Good to hear. Did you have good luck with 'experiments' yesterday?"
"Some. Enough that we don't have problems with elemental damage anymore."
"Are we ready to enter Labyrinth then?"
"I think we are," Ed joined in. "I'm holding off on Slicing the Luck until we have some essence in the nymph. We don't want it whisking us off to whatever it has in store for us before we can actually survive there."
After the party entered the Labyrinth, Ed stopped them before they could start to head into what looked like an artificial tunnel. "Between Dr. Bjørnson catching us on the way in and the headache from the Shardshock, I forgot that my dwarf maxed out its Stoneskin during the boss fight yesterday. I want to rank it up before we continue, so the essence doesn't go to waste."
The rest of the party agreed to wait, and Ed brought up the information for the dwarf Raceshard.
	Dwarf
Tier 0
Level 5
Closed
Short and stocky humanoids known for their love of battle, ale and gold.
+3 Constitution
+2 Strength
Rank up options
Hill Dwarf (tier 1)
Mountain Dwarf (tier 1)
Dvergr (tier 1)
Deep Dwarf (tier 1)
Frost Dwarf (tier 1)



The options were precisely as he expected, and he chose the option that complemented the Stonehammer class best.
	Dvergr
Tier 1
Level 1
0/5000 essence
Dvergr were once maggots that formed on the body of Ymir the giant after he was killed by Odin, who transformed them into dwarves with an affinity to earth, crafting and wisdom.
Geomancy: control earth and stone in direct contact with the user. Volume and mass increase with level.
Cost: 5 mana/minute.
 



As soon as he confirmed the rank-up, the dwarf's ruddy skin instantly changed to a pale blue color, and its black beard turned completely white.
"Let's move on," Ingrid said as soon as the change was complete.
A quick and uneventful run through a dwarven mine later yielded an Endurance Skillshard, which the party agreed should go to the phantasmal dwarf, since its Stonehammer class reached level three and it had a free slot, and enough essence to max the nymph's Cure Lesser Wounds, and bring its Cleric class to level two.
"I think one more run should do it," Ed said when they were back in the bazaar. "Get the Cleric to level three and Slice the Manaflow, and we're good to go."
When the party re-entered the sixth floor of the Labyrinth, they found themselves in a familiar location.
"On top of clouds again," Katya grumbled. "Are you certain elemental problem was solved?"
"We should be fine," Ed answered. "I've upgraded my Lightning Field to be multi element, and it should do earth damage if we run into raijū again."
"You should be careful. This kind of thing can make girl jealous."
"We could tell you how to get a skill that does multi element damage, Katya." Ingrid offered.
"I will take rain check for now. I still want cat-kin, so I will have field from Ed too."
"You do realize that if you get the cat-kin, you'll have to do everything I say, right? It essentially makes you my summon."
"You did it to Ingrid and Lucy."
"Ingrid would have died if I hadn't, and Lucy is, well… Lucy."
"And they have to do what you say?"
"Yeah, we do," Ingrid answered. "We've tried it before. If he orders us something and actually means it, we get a sort of mental itch that increases until we do what he says."
"It's not that bad though," Lucy grinned. "Ed's not the sort to abuse that, and it can even be fun in the right circumstances."
"I think that's a bit TMI Luce," Ed told the grinning kobold.
"It is OK," Katya said. "I will have to consider this. Meanwhile, we should continue delve."
The party headed into the cloudscape, and before long they found a group of the now familiar raijū. With Katya to scout for the party, they easily crept into range, and a pair of Chromatic Storms sprang into being, catching four of the six wolf-like monsters. The remaining two charged at the party, but a stab from Ingrid's spear caught the first in its flank, causing it to howl in pain from the earth damage delivered by the Chromatic Field. The second raijū bit the dvergr's leg, but in return it caught the dvergr's hammer on its head, smashing it down and leaving it vulnerable to arrow, crossbow bolt and daggers, all of them covered in the same Chromatic Field.
With the entire party dealing earth element damage, the battle was over in seconds. The dwarf was the only one wounded, and the nymph healed it back almost before the raijū let go. The only member of the party who wasn't happy with the result of the battle was Katya, who spent the entire fight trying, and failing, to find something to do.
The raijū didn't have any drops, but Ed ordered the phantasmal cat-kin to butcher them and try to extract the lightning crystal that was the source of their elemental abilities, and which could be used in any number of alchemical and tinker creations. Four intact crystals went into the party's bags, and they moved on deeper into the floor.
The next few groups of raijū weren't any more trouble than the first, and Ed soon stopped the party to Slice a Manaflow Shard into the nymph.
"I think we can safely say we're back to full fighting strength now," Ed said after he resummoned the nymph. "We still need something to cure poisons, but we can probably manage without it for now."
"I agree," Ingrid said, "which means you should Slice the Luck of Sindbad now. The trials won't get any easier if we wait, and if something happens to your bag, we risk losing it."
Ed took the seven sided Questshard out of his bag and Sliced it. He looked around him curiously, waiting to see if anything would happen, but the cloudscape was quiet around the party, and a minute later Katya shrugged. "Questshard will not activate if we are waiting for it. We need to keep going, and it will start when it starts."
The party moved forward, but the cloudscape seemed to be free of any enemy they could fight, and an hour of walking brought them to a strange sight. A field of wispy grass was growing on the clouds, dotted by strange pale trees covered by blue white feathery leaves. 
A terrified neigh sounded from deeper into the field, followed by the sound of thunder, causing the party to start running towards it, and they came upon a cloud grey horse tied to a tree. Large white wings grew from the horse's back, and as the party approached it reared and neighed again, and when it dropped its front feet back to the ground, they struck lightning from the cloudscape.
Unfortunately for the tied beast, the lightning didn't seem to faze the gigantic gryphons that circled above it and dove to attack.




Chapter 15: 

The Cloud Kingdom

There were five gryphons flying above the horse. It was hard to judge the exact size of the flying beasts, but the biggest two looked about the size of an African elephants, and the other three were each the size of a large horse.
"I don't think we should be fighting these things," Ingrid said. "They look a lot tougher than anything else we've seen in this floor."
"We need to fight them."
"We need to save horse!"
Ed and Katya's voices sounded at the same time, followed closely by Ed shooting his crossbow at one of the smaller gryphons that was making an attempt to dive at the horse. The bolt did little damage to the large beast, but it was enough to make it abort its attack and circle to gain back the lost height.
"What the Hel are you talking about?" Ingrid asked while the gryphons continued to circle overhead, waiting for an opportunity to attack. "This is going to be a really tough fight, and I can't properly protect you against five flyers. We should retreat and look for something else to fight."
"I don't know why," Ed answered, "but I know we have to do this."
"It is Questshard," Katya interjected. "I read Journeys of Sindbad last night after leaving Labyrinth. Saving horse was part of first journey."
Another gryphon started to dive towards the tied horse, followed closely by one of its brothers diving towards the party. "Ingrid, you need to make sure the horse gets out of this alive," Ed shouted as he jumped away from the diving gryphon. The party scattered to the sides, and Lucy managed to cast a Firebolt on the gryphon, but between the great beast's speed and her own need to get out of the way, her Firebolt went wide. Ingrid charged at the second gryphon, and managed to slam into it just as it was about to hit the horse, and the stunned monster fell heavily to the ground, where the horse's hooves could crash into its head. Unfortunately, the gryphon's distress caused what must have been its parents to intervene, and one of the elephant sized beasts dove towards Ingrid. Ingrid and the horse managed to get clear of the attacking gryphon, but the distraction gave its cub enough time to get back into the air and start to gain height.
The five gryphons squawked at each other, and Ed barely managed to shout "If they dive together, cast a storm in their way!" to Lucy before the three cubs all dove down towards Ingrid and the horse together, while their parents dove towards the rest of the party. Lucy and the phantasmal kitsune both cast Chromatic Storm, Lucy in front of the leading cub and the kitsune in front of one of the parents. The four beasts passed through the storms at high speed, taking only a single second's worth of damage, but the sudden appearance of the storms threw out their aim, giving the party the chance they needed to avoid the attack. The fifth gryphon, however, was free to properly aim its dive, and its front claws shredded the phantasmal kitsune, dispelling it instantly.
The gryphon leaped back into the sky as soon as its target disappeared, but the clockwork archer took advantage of its brief stop to fire a precise arrow into the beast's wingpit, causing it to falter. Taking advantage of the momentarily immobile gryphon, the party attacked it with everything they had. Ed's crossbow bolt lodged in the beast's flank, followed closely by Lucy's Firebolt. On the gryphon's other side, the phantasmal dwarf brought its hammer down on the beast's front foot, and a trio of Katya's throwing daggers lodged in its hind leg. The phantasmal cat-kin, attacking from the gryphon's front, leaped at the beast's head, and gouged out one of its eyes.
The great beast screeched in anger and pain, lashed out around it with its front claws and beak, catching and shredding both phantasms into oblivion and jumped up into the air, quickly rising back to its waiting pack.
Ed summoned his lost phantasms as fast as he could, stopping only do drink mana potions between each summon, and barely managed to finish the summonings before the five gryphons started their next attack. The monsters seemed to be learning fast, and this time all five were aiming at the main party, each from a slightly different direction, far enough apart that a Chromatic Storm wouldn't catch more than one.
"Aim for the wounded one!" Ed shouted at Lucy, and ordered his kitsune to use its own storm on the other elephant-sized gryphon. The huge beasts were ready for that trick, however, and while they still took some damage from the spells, their dive didn't falter and all five dove at the party members, who were too busy jumping away from the monsters to retaliate. The phantasmal dwarf and the clockwork archer, being by far the slowest members of the party, couldn't get away in time and were caught by two of the diving beasts.
In their rage and eagerness to attack, however, the gryphons forgot about Ingrid and the horse, and as they started their climb back into the sky, the blade of a long lance punched out of the wounded beast's neck as the winged horse pulled out of its own dive, Ingrid riding its back and summoning a new lance to replace the one that pierced the gryphon's neck from top to bottom.
The remaining gryphons shrieked in anger at seeing their dead pack mate, but were still climbing after their recent dive and didn't have the height to attack Ingrid, and by the time they reached their preferred height, Ingrid was climbing too and too high for them to attack. The gryphons circled Ingrid in the sky, far above the range of the party's archers and mages, unable to attack the grounded party while the lancer was waiting to charge.
"We seem to be at an impasse," Ed noted from below. "If the gryphons do not attack, there is nothing we can do to them."
"Kitty birds have keen sight," Katya answered. "And they seem to be angry at big one's death. Maybe we provoke them by butchering corpse? Gryphon feathers are useful for enchanters, so we will want to get them anyway."
"Worth a try," Ed sent his phantasmal cat-kin to butcher the corpse, and went to inspect it himself. The dead gryphon yielded a Sharpness Skillshard, and when the cat-kin started removing its pinions the other gryphons screeched again, and the smaller beasts dove down towards the phantasm. The rest of the party was ready for the attack, and a pair of Chromatic Storms was waiting for two of them, but they managed to plow through them and hit the cat-kin, dispelling it instantly. The clockwork archer shot an arrow hitting the third gryphon's eye, and the wounded beast crashed head-first into the ground. Seeing that, the remaining parent gryphon screeched its anger and dove towards the archer. None of the grounded party members was in a position to try and counter the attack, and the gryphon easily dispelled the archer. The enraged attack left the beast open to attacks from above, however, and Ingrid's lance pierced its wing and grounded it.
With the great beast on the ground, it was now vulnerable to attack from the rest of the party, and was peppered by Firebolts, acid bolts and thrown daggers. The phantasmal dvergr joined the fight a few seconds later, delivering a heavy hammer blow to the beast's leg, and this time managing to evade the gryphon's counterattack. "I'm out of potions!" Ed shouted before he resummoned his archer and cat-kin, who quickly joined in, and returned to shooting his crossbow. "These are the last summons for this fight!"
Fortunately for the party, the grounded and wounded gryphon lost a lot of its speed and maneuverability, and the combined attacks were enough to kill it before the other two could return to the fight. The remaining gryphons dove again at the party, but the first died passing through Lucy's Chromatic Storm, and the last managed to dispel the kitsune before Ingrid's lance finished it off.
With the last of the gryphons dead, Ingrid landed next to the party, dismounted, and led the tired horse in a slow walk around the party to let it cool down safely.
"Oh, thanks be to all the gods!" Called a voice from further into the strange field. "When I saw the gryphons circling, I was afraid the king's favorite mare was doomed!"
Hands on their weapons, the party turned towards the voice. The speaker would have looked perfectly average if his skin wasn't bluish-white, and if his hair wasn't dark gray. He was wearing a pair of riding pants made of light gray leather, a ruffled white shirt with an almost black vest on top and a riding helmet strapped to his head.
"And who might you be?" Ingrid asked the stranger.
"Forgive my manners. My name is Charles Matthews, and I am the stable master and chief groom for King Neil Corentin III, the ruler of this cloudscape, and this lovely lady," he pointed at the horse which, once she cooled down enough, started to hungrily munch on the strange grass, "is Aella, the prize mare of the King's stables. I am forever grateful that you got here in time to save her from the gryphons."
"It's a pleasure to meet you, Mister Matthews. My name is Eduard Fergusson, and these are Ingrid Bjørnson, Lucy Bradshaw and..."
"Yekaterina Gregorovna Petrova," Katya intervened. "It is indeed pleasure to meet you, Mister Matthews, and we are happy that we were able to save pretty mare, but I find it strange that such precious animal is left out unattended like this."
"You are right, madam. Aella should never have been tied up here on her own. One of our stablehands took her out from her stall for her daily exercise, and should have brought her back to the castle hours ago. When Aella didn't return to the stables and our guards reported seeing the gryphons, I was terrified that something has happened to prevent him from completing his ride."
"We have not seen stablehand, and pretty mare was tied up to tree when we arrived."
"I find that very troubling, and he had better have a good explanation when I find him, or I assure you that I will tan his hide for him. But please, the discipline of the stable staff is surely of no interest to you. I must take Aella back to the castle, and if you ladies and gentleman will care to accompany me, I am sure that His Majesty will reward you for protecting her."
Before Katya could answer, Ingrid clapped a hand on her shoulder. "Please forgive us, but we need to make sure we've taken everything we can use from the gryphons. Can you wait just a few more minutes until we're done?"
"Of course, madam. Very few of the fauna around here will approach a gryphon, so we should be safe here for a while longer."
"Thank you very much. Come along Katya."
Katya let Ingrid pull her towards the fallen gryphons, followed by the rest of the party. The phantasmal cat-kin was sent to start gathering the gryphons' pinions, but Ingrid stopped the rest of the party from going to look for other possible drops. "We need to decide if we want to go with this person, and it can't be just Katya jumping in without asking. I don't know who this King Corentin is, but we've all heard stories about the more intelligent Labyrinth dwellers. He could be honorable and reward us like his stable master says, or he could just throw us all into a dungeon for being delvers."
"It is part of voyage," Katya disagreed. "Sindbad saved mare from dying, and king gave him gift of treasure as reward. We need to go with groom to meet king and finish first trial."
"I'm with Katya on this," Lucy agreed. "I want to see the king of the cloud kingdom and his palace, and I'm really curious about the reward for this."
"Are you sure about this being part of the trial, Katya?"
"Is impossible to be absolutely certain, since trial obviously does not follow voyage in every way, otherwise we would have been stranded on giant whale first. But it follows spirit of tale if not letter."
"Then I also agree that we should do this. I have no idea what might happens if we fail a part of the trial that isn't combat, but I'm really not eager to find out."
"If we all agree, let's finish looting and go," Ed said, and the party scattered to finish searching the bodies.
In the end, in addition to the Sharpness Skillshard from the first gryphon, the party found an Endurance Shard, twenty large gryphon pinions and thirty medium gryphon pinions.
"We are ready to follow you," Ed told the stable master after the loot was tallied.
"Excellent. Please, come this way."
The stable master led the party further into the cloudscape, and a ten minute walk brought them to the edge of the cloud, and a bridge made of rainbow that connected it to its neighbor. Ed was a little apprehensive when the stepped onto the insubstantial looking bridge, but the rainbow had no trouble holding the weight of the entire party, and they crossed safely onto the next cloud, and towards the castle of the cloud king.
The castle was built from large blocks of what looked like clouds, but was a darker gray than the clouds it stood upon. A moat that was nothing more than a break in the cloudscape surrounded the castle, promising a long and deadly drop towards the far ground for anyone trying to attack it. The rainbow spanning the moat was narrower than the one connecting the clouds, and couldn't possibly allow for more than one wagon or two horses to cross at any time. Guards sharing the stable master's coloration patrolled the ramparts, holding spears that were little more than long and jagged lightning bolts, and archers stood on each of the six towers that rose high over the castle's four corners, and on each side of the gate.
As the party approached the gates, a young woman ran out of the castle and hugged the mare's neck. "Aella! Oh, Aella, thank Latobius that you are safe. When I heard you were missing and that gryphons were sighted over the meadow, I feared we'd lost you!"
"My lady, please come back into the castle." The new voice belonged to a short and matronly woman who followed the young woman outside. "The mare is obviously fine, and it is unseemly for you to be out without a proper escort."
"Nonsense, Nanny Gale. This barely counts as outside, and I just have to be certain that my darling Aella is safe."
"Your Highness, please," the stable master pleaded, "Aella has had quite an ordeal, and I really should be getting her back to her stall to calm down and rest."
"That is acceptable, Mr. Matthews, but I shall accompany you to make sure she is treated properly this time." The older woman opened her mouth to protest, but her charge raised a hand to silence her. "I will not be dissuaded, Nanny Gale. Horsemanship is a noble pursuit, and therefore taking care of one's steed cannot possibly be improper! Now come along, Mr. Matthews. Nanny Gale can take care of these strange guests you've brought us while we tend to Aella."
"As you command, Your Highness," the stable master bowed, and whispered some quick instructions to the older woman, before leading the mare and princess past the rainbow bridge and into the castle.
"Come along then," the older woman turned towards the gate, motioning the party to follow. "I'll take you to refresh yourselves before you are presented to His Majesty."
The party followed her across the rainbow bridge and into the castle courtyard. The yard was a hive of activity. On the left side, numerous craftsman and women were all practicing their crafts. A blacksmith pulled a white hot bar of iron out of what looked like a stationary bolt of lightning, placed it on a piece of cloud in the form of an anvil, and went to work shaping it with a huge black hammer. Next to him, a tailor was busy sewing uniforms for the castle guards, and a carpenter was nailing legs made of strange pale gray wood into a chair. Beyond the craftsmen, they could still see the top of Aella's wings as she was led towards a building that must have been the stable. On the left side, young guards were training with spear and bow, aiming at straw targets and sparring with each other under the single watchful eye of a grizzled old veteran.
Nanny Gale cut through the crowd like an icebreaker through polar waters, never slowing for even a moment as she led the party to the keep. Once past the keep's doors, the crowd thinned out considerably, and only an occasional maid, butler or guard moved through the halls. The old woman took them through corridors that would have been confusing for people who weren't used to the mazelike Arctology, and into a large, well-furnished but clearly unused suite of rooms. "Here you are. There is a bath through the door on the left, and I'll have some refreshments brought to you as you wait, and if you need anything else just pull the rope next to the door and one of the servants will attend you. The King is in council with his advisors, but will probably be able to give you an audience in a couple of hours."
With that, she turned on her heels and left the room, leaving Ed and the girls on their own.
The sitting room of their guest suite was simply but richly furnished. A pale blue carpet covered the cold cloudstone floor, and the walls were hidden behind tapestries that while devoid of any reds and yellows, wouldn't have been out of place in the family wing of the Arctology. In the middle of the room, a set of comfortable looking chairs surrounded a table large enough for six people, and a large fireplace against the far wall held another stationary lightning bolt to warm up the room.
"Is it just me, or have we fallen into a cliché?" Ed asked as soon as the door was closed.
"Before he managed to become a titan and went insane," Ingrid answered, "Dr. Markopoulos theorized that the Labyrinth takes its form from humanity's collective subconsciousness. We've all seen countless movies and read countless books about medieval castles, so this place being a cliché is to be expected."
"Beginning of sentence is wrong on so many different levels," Katya shuddered. "Then again, so is Dr. Markopoulos, according to Babushka."
"Still, I would have expected to see something out of the thousand and one nights, if we're on the Luck of Sindbad trials. Not a generic European castle."
"The Labyrinth isn't nearly consistent enough for that," Ingrid shook her head. "When Erik was still trying for the Thor Questshard, he was moving from nude Greek wrestling contests to an all you can eat sushi restaurant between one trial and the next. It follows the shape of the tale, but the details are always random."
"This is an interesting theoretical debate," Lucy interjected, "but we're going to be introduced to the king in two hours, and we should probably make the effort to look respectable. Especially if Katya is right and he's going to reward us."
"Is probably good idea," Katya agreed. "I will go take bath first, and then three of you can take turns."
A few minutes after Katya entered the bath, a knock on the door was quickly followed by a young maid pushing a food trolley. She quickly placed three covered trays of food on the table, followed by a carafe of a pale blue wine and another of dark gray beer, bowed silently towards the party, and left the room.
Ingrid took the lid of one of the trays, revealing a collection of strange fruits and tasted a piece of something that looked like a blue orange. "Tastes like an orange, but with a bit of chilli oil mixed in."
The other two trays turned out to hold sliced bread, a selection of cheeses and some smoked meats, all of which tasted like their mundane counterparts, but with a hint of spiciness thrown in, and by the time Katya came out of the shower dressed in a pale blue gown provided by their hosts, the party was enjoying a tasty, if a bit spicier than usual, light meal.
Two hours later, a much refreshed party followed a butler through the corridors of the keep, heading towards the great hall to meet the king.
"We follow butler into hall and approach," Katya spoke rapidly to Lucy and Ed. "He will stop away from king and bow, and you will bow or curtsy with him. He should have our names and will introduce us to king. You remember proper addresses to nobles?"
"We should," Lucy answered. "You and Ing drilled it into our heads enough over the past two hours."
"Is important. Kings can be quick to anger, and we are in center of his power here."
"We all agreed that it's important," Ed tried to mollify her. "And we remember it as well as we possibly can for a two hour crash course."
Further conversation was impossible, as the double doors to the great hall appeared before them, flanked by two halberd wielding guards. "Please leave your weapons here," The guard on the left asked when the party approached the door. "Only nobles and members of the guard may carry weapons in the royal presence."
Ed handed his quarterstaff and crossbow to the guard, and then had to wait for Katya to divest herself from a truly impressive collection of blades. She had throwing knives in her sleeves, a long dirk hidden in the small of her back and a dagger in each boot, in addition to the set of throwing knives worn openly on her belt. The guards' eyes rose higher and higher with the appearance of each new weapon, but were too polite to comment on the display. Ingrid and Lucy, being unarmed, just shrugged helplessly at the butler's bulging eyes.
After Katya finally declared herself disarmed, the butler opened the double doors and into the great hall itself. The hall spread for ten meters to either side of the door, and was at least fifty meters long. Tall columns made of cloudstone supported the high ceiling above, and a deep blue carpet covered the entire floor. Tapestries depicting knights mounted on winged horses fighting gryphons, dragons and rocs stretched between the columns on the left side, and a giant fireplace filled with the ubiquitous standing lightning filled the entirety of the hall's right wall.
The butler led the party into the hall, and approached a tall platform set against the back wall. A large ornate throne topped the platform, made of a single piece of dark gray cloudstone carved to resemble a wingless dragon with purple gems for eyes.
Sitting on the throne was a stern middle aged man clad in blue and gray finery, a crown made of white metal and inlaid with sapphires resting on his head. Next to the throne, the princess that met the party earlier sat on a smaller, but no less decorated chair. Tall and slender, the princess had a heart shaped face with high cheekbones, full, pale blue lips, light gray eyes, and white hair that looked like a summer cloud.
Two steps below the throne stood the stable master, dressed in the same riding cloths he wore when he left the party, and on the floor of the chamber two burly guards stood to either side of a young, scruffy looking man wearing a cheaper version of the same uniform as the stable master.
The butler stopped five meters away from the platform and bowed to the king, followed closely by the delvers.
"Your Majesty, May I present the delvers who saved Aella from the gryphons?" The butler asked, still bowing, and at the king's assent repeated the names of the party members.
"Rise, all of you," the king ordered. "And tell me of the battle with the gryphons."
Ed stepped forward and told the king how they came upon the tied winged horse threatened by the family of gryphons, and of fighting the flying beasts to a stalemate, only for Ingrid to break it by riding Aella and charging the gryphons from the air.
"And Aella was alone when you got there?" The king asked when the story was finished.
"Yes, Your Majesty.  We didn't see anyone until the stable master showed up after the gryphons were defeated."
"Thank you for your bravery, delvers. Aella is more precious to us than you, as outsiders, can possibly know. And what do you have to say for yourself?" The last aimed at the youth standing between the two guards.
"I'm s-s-s-sorry, Your Majesty! I n-n-n-never meant to leave her for l-l-l-long, but there is a patch of s-s-s-stormberries near the meadow, and b-b-b-baker Lewis is always complaining that she c-c-c-can't get them fresh enough from the market and…"
"And you wanted to get in young mistral's good graces," the stable master growled angrily. "I've told you before that your duty has to come before that trollop, Charlie."
The king's raised hand stopped the stable master's tirade before it could start, and he gazed down at the stable boy. "Aella is the Ideal, boy. She is the source of our horses' magic, and without her they would lose the ability to fly. And you risked her life for some berries?"
"I'm s-s-s-sorry, Your M-m-m-majesty!"
"You are dismissed from the stables, and sentenced to a week in the stocks. And you should thank Latobius for bringing these delvers here in time to save Aella, for if anything had happened to her you would be losing your own head right now!"
The guards half pulled and half carried the sobbing youth out of the hall, and the king turned stood from his throne and descended the stairs towards Ed. "You have my thanks for your brave deed, delvers. Aella isn't just the Ideal from which our horses' draw their magic, she is also a precious companion to my daughter, Neféli. Kneel before me, Eduard Fergusson. For your bravery in battle and saving Aella, I will bestow upon you the title of knight of the cloud kingdom."
"We are honored, Your Majesty," Ingrid said, "but I must tell you that my companion is already an armsman for my own House outside the Labyrinth, and cannot stay here in the cloudscape."
"I am familiar with your House and family, Lady Bjørnson, and I know that delvers cannot remain with us here. The title will be honorary more than anything, and will convey the friendship of myself and my kingdom."
Ingrid bowed to the king, and nodded to Ed, who kneeled before the gray monarch. The king drew his sword, and as the blade touched his shoulder, a message screen appeared before Ed.
	Congratulations! The first trial of Sindbad has been completed!
Luck of Sindbad level 1 Rewards:
+1 Intelligence
Title 'Knight of the Cloud Kingdom'
Summon one cloud horse per level for 10 mana per horse
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There were more rewards, of course.
Ingrid was gifted a lightning spear from the king's own arsenal. The weapon had an electric blue shaft, and a blade shaped like two mirrored lightning bolts touching at the point. It would only do a little more damage than her phantasmal spear, but could be thrown and would fly true to a distance of up to a hundred meters and reappear back in her hand ten seconds later.
Lucy's gift was a dark gray staff topped by a clear orb that seemed to contain a thunderstorm that greatly increases the range of any lightning magic channeled through it.
Katya got a set of four sheaths for throwing knives made of pale blue leather and embroidered with lightning bolts in a dark blue metallic thread. Any knife placed in the sheaths would deal lightning damage and stun the target for one to three seconds.
Last but not least, Ed was given a ring made of deep blue metal and inlaid with cloudy gray gemstones which would double the wearer's mana capacity.
After the four delvers thanked the king for his generosity, they were led to a door back into the bazaar.
Katya left the party as soon as they left the Labyrinth, promising to meet them in the morning, and the remaining three made their way towards the Arctology.
"This was a lot more intense than I expected," Ed told his companions on the way. "We got far too close to disaster with those gryphons."
"We did," Ingrid agreed, "and the trials are only going to get tougher as the Shard levels. It's why I was so against buying it to begin with."
"You have to agree that the rewards, even from just this first part, are worth the danger," Lucy argued.
"They always are. Erik was very happy with his first three rewards. It was only when the fourth killed his companions that he started regretting it. But it's not worth dwelling on right now. We've started the Questshard, and we can't stop the trials now unless Ed never enters the Labyrinth again."
"I think we can endure this," Ed said confidently. "We're much better equipped now than we were before this first trial."
"It's still not good enough. Our main problem against the gryphons was range, since you and the archer are the only long ranged attackers we had. It's a little better now with Lucy's staff and my spear, but we can still make it better."
"What did you have in mind?"
"We need to switch your crossbow out for something more modern. Can you shoot a gun?"
"A gun? Sure, Dad's been teaching me since I was old enough to hold one properly. But guns aren't reliable in the Labyrinth. It's why nobody uses them."
"That's not precisely true. There are two main problems with firearms in the Labyrinth. The first is that there just aren't any Shards that work well with them. An Arcane Archer using a Greater Barrage Skillshard will always outperform even the best rifleman in the world. But since you aren't going to have a ranged weapon class, and I doubt that you'll have the free slots for ranged specific Shards…"
"I might as well use a gun. That does make sense, but if that was the case than almost anyone would take at least a sidearm as backup, which leads us to the main issue, which is that the higher you go the more like it is for firearms to misfire, explode or just plain fall apart. And even if they shoot properly, they do very little damage to any Labyrinth dweller."
"True enough, and Granddad figured the reason out a couple of weeks after the Labyrinth first opened. See, the Labyrinth is all about personal effort. You swing a sword at an orc and hit it, you deal damage. You've used your skill and your strength. The Shards help, of course, but they won't do the job for you. But guns don't work like that. It takes some skill to shoot straight, of course, but nowhere near the level needed to fire a longbow or swing a sword. And the Labyrinth doesn't like that."
"That makes no sense. The same reasoning applies to my crossbow, and it works fine."
"Because it's still a product of individual effort. Somebody built that crossbow by hand. They carved and sanded the stock, forged the limbs and flight groove and fashioned bolts for it. But go to a gun store and buy a gun, and you got a mass produced weapon and a box of mass produced bullets for it. And the Labyrinth absolutely hates that. Any industrially produced item will fall apart in the Labyirnth. It's why people use steel plate armor that was forged by a blacksmith and not ceramic plates made by machines."
"So your solution is to use a hand crafted gun with manually loaded bullets?"
"Yeah. This gets fairly expensive, since making a gun by hand takes much more precision than making a crossbow, and you need a lot more ammunition since guns shoot a lot faster than bows and crossbows. But we happen to have access to the best tinkerers in New Minos, and if we're going to be facing Questshard trials, the cost might be worth it."
"That sounds like an incredibly convoluted reason and workaround," Lucy noted.
"Yeah, I have to admit that I'm not quite a hundred percent bought on the reasoning. But I can't argue with the empirical evidence. Hand crafted guns with manually loaded ammunition work."
"I'm willing to try if you think it'll work," Ed shrugged. "The crossbow definitely seemed lackluster in the last couple of delves."
"Good. I'll go talk to Granddad about getting you a gun and ammunition. The quartermaster has a press and makes ammunition for the few people in the House that need them, and we can probably add you to the list. It'll cost us, but a lot less than buying them outside."
After that, the conversation turned to more mundane things, and Ed took the time to rank up his buff Shards now that he had the mana to actually use the higher ranked versions.
	Eduard Fergusson

	Race
	Human
	Class
	Phantasmal Spinner
	Shards
	2/2 (3)

	Strength
	6
	Dexterity
	7
	Wisdom
	4 + 2

	Constitution
	7
	Agility
	8
	Intelligence
	11 + 2

	HP
	20/20
	Mana
	68/68 (128)

	HP regen
	0.7/hour
	Mana regen
	26/hour

	
	Shard
	Level
	Essence

	The Luck of Sindbad
	1
	NA

	Summoner (0)
                 Chromatic Field (1)
	5
1
	Sealed
0/1000

	Phantasmal Spinner   (1)
                         Barrier   (1)
	3
1
	7865/9000
0/1000

	Manaflow    (1)
	5
	Locked

	Stoneskin   (1)
	3
	2125/3000

	Conjure Phantasm (0)
	5
	Sealed

						


Back in the Arctology, the party split up. Ingrid went to talk to her Grandfather about acquiring a gun for Ed, Lucy went to Ingrid's suite intending to order dinner for the three of them and then download a copy of the One Thousand and One nights and read about the voyages of Sindbad, and Ed went to the quartermaster to sell the loot the party gained in their latest delve.
Everyone in the party who had a use for a Sharpness Shard already had one, so for the first time since they entered the Labyirnth, the party would be selling a Shard. This would probably become a common thing in the future, since tier zero and one Shards would start dropping in large amounts after the tenth floor, and the party already had most of the common lower tiers Shards that they would need.
The quartermaster, Heinrich Stein, was a grizzled old earth wyrm. A long brown scaled tail was coiled around a short pillar in the middle of his office, leaving his torso above the wide flat top of the pillar that served as his desk. It was impossible for Ed to estimate its length, but he guessed that it was at least four meters long, and half a meter in diameter where it met the torso. Short and thick arms rested on the desktop, each finger tipped with a claw as long as Ed's entire hand. The wyrm's head was entirely draconic, leaving no remnant of the human he must have started his life as, and a flat reptilian gaze met Ed when he walked into the room.
"And who might you be?" hissed the great serpent.
"Ed Fergusson. I’m a relatively new armsman."
"Ah yesss, Mssss. Ingrid'ssss new boytoy."
"That's a bit offens… Ok yeah, that's pretty accurate. I can live with that," Ed smiled.
"So how'ssss the ssssn…"
"Don't. Just don't. You finish that thought and I'll have to tell her about it, and none of us wants that."
"Heh. I like you, kid. What bringssss you to my lair?"
"I've got some loot from today's delve. Gryphon pinions, essence crystals, elemental crystals from raijū, and a Sharpness Shard."
"Niccce haul," the wyrm whistled in appreciation. "Where did you find gryphonssss though? Lasssst I heard you lot just passsssed the sssseventh, and gryphonssss shouldn't appear before the eleventh."
"The labyrinth does its own thing," Ed shrugged. "We got gryphons on the seventh."
"Truer wordssss have never been ssspoken. OK, sssso thatsss one Sharpnesss Shard, fifty gryphon pinionssss, twenty raijū crysssstalsss, and ten essssence cryssstalssss, which comessss down to one thousssand and five hundred creditssss."
"I think there's some mistake there, sir. That's floor six and seven loot, and all in pristine condition. Fifteen hundred is what I'd get in the bazaar."
"You've passssed my tesssst, I sssse," the wyrm smiled, but Ed was sure he heard disappointment in his hissing voice. "You are abssssolutely correct. The right amount issss two thoussssand creditssss. Would you like to purchasssse ssssomething from sssstorage?"
"Not today, thank you."
"Are you ssssure? We have quite a sssselection of Shardssss, weaponssss and armor."
"Not today," Ed answered again, and this time he clearly saw the pain in the quartermaster's draconian eyes at the thought of parting with any amount of money. "But if things work out, I'll be needing to buy bullets from you regularly soon."
"Very well then," the slightly more cheerful wyrm answered. "Here are your creditssss."
Ed took the twenty golden credit coins from the quartermaster, and headed back to Ingrid's suite, where Lucy was sitting alone as far away from the appetizingly smelling tray on the low table, her head buried in an electronic reader. "Hey Luce. Something wrong with the food?"
"Not a thing, except that I don't want to start eating until all three of us are here."
"I take it Ing isn't back yet?"
"Not yet. Not that I expected her to be. Old Man Bjørnson could chat a sphinx into oblivion when he's in the right mood."
"Now there's something I'd pay to see. Anything interesting about what the Luck has in store for us next?"
"Nothing good. The second journey starts with Sindbad abandoned on an island again, this time for no apparent reason, continues with him hitching a ride on a Rukh bird into a volcanic island full of giant snakes, and ends with him tying himself to a lump of meat to hitch a ride on a giant eagle.
"That doesn't sound too good. I've just had an encounter with a giant snake though," Ed said with a smile. "Maybe it will count as a trial?"
"Stein the Serpent having issues letting go again?" Ingrid said as she entered the room.
"Yeah. I thought he was going to attack me for a minute there, until he learned I might be buying bullets soon."
"Not very likely. He hasn't eaten a single armsman since he started to sleep in the store room."
"Does that mean that he used to eat armsmen before?"
"Nothing has ever been proven," Ingrid managed to hold her straight face for bare seconds before a toothy smile took over.
Ed had to smile at that. "Any luck with getting a gun for me?"
"Granddad doesn't have anything ready right now, but he'd been wanting to try a new design lately, so he welcomed an excuse to put whatever administrative work Mother can't handle aside and go tinker in his workshop. He said it'll be ready by morning, and you can have it free of charge as long as you provide detailed reports about how it functions in field conditions. Which is Granddad speech for 'hide where Mother can't find us and tell me yarns about your delve.'"
"As if there was any place in the Arctology the Ice Queen can't find him," Lucy grumbled, making a show of looking around and waiting for Cathrine Bjørnson to leap out and punish her for the nickname.
"Not a chance. But she lets him have his little 'reporting sessions' because she's afraid he'll vanish into the Labyrinth for a year or two again. Last time it happened she found him in a dryad grove, and we still get the occasional dryad asking members of the House to send him back."
"That is not something I think about old Mad-Ved when I look at him," Lucy said admiringly.
"He definitely doesn't look the part, but I probably have a battalion worth of half human aunts and uncles in the Labyirnth."
Ed and Lucy could only shake their heads and whistle at that piece of information, and the conversation petered out as the three sat around the table for a very welcome dinner.
Insistent knocking woke Ed up early in the following morning. Or possibly extremely late the same night, as whatever the bazaar decided would provide the day's light has yet to manifest itself. Ingrid groaned at being woken up, but almost immediately left the bed and starting looking for a gown. "It's probably Granddad with your finished gun, Ed. Could you get some coffee going? I don't think we're getting back to sleep this morning."
"I'll get on it," Ed answered once his brain caught up with the fact that he was awake, but Ingrid had already left the bedroom, so he got dressed and went to the small kitchenette to prep and start up the makineta.
"…ank you very much for this, Granddad," he caught the tail end of Ingrid's words, "but you didn't really have to work overnight for this."
"I don't work overnight any more, what am I, Nut?"
"Egyptian gods now? I thought we were on Slavic mythology puns this week."
"Eh. Churn a bog long enough and you'll run out of mud to sling."
"That one wasn't much better," Ingrid winced. "But it doesn't change the fact that this really wasn't that urgent a request."
"Yes, but I had the idea that steel elemental extract can be mixed with ice aspected essence in liquid form and that they'll work like an epoxy that you can treat as a liquid at room temperature and then permanently harden with a mana jolt into a superhard metal that would be suitable for a rifle barrel, and I just had to try it and then I had the prefect barrel and I could just stop and leave it unfinished and…"
The gurgling sound signaling that the makineta's lower chamber was nearly empty recalled Ed into the kitchenette and made him miss the end of that particular jumbled sentence, but he wasn't sure he really needed the kind of explanation Daved Bjørnson was giving when coming out of what looked like some kind of crafting trance. He removed the makineta from the fire crystal stovetop and disconnected the upper part, pouring the coffee into four espresso cups.
"…so you see that I absolutely couldn't stop the work in the middle. But I still didn't work overnight, since it's not technically morning yet, so there's certainly no need to tell your mother about it," Daved Bjørnson was still winding down from his speech when Ed returned to the sitting room with four cups of espresso on his tray.
"Good morning, sir. Would you like to join us for a cup of coffee?"
"It's Daved, my boy. And I should really go get some sleep, so no more coffee for me."
"Goodnight, Granddad," Ingrid said and kissed the old gnome's cheek. "I won't tell Mother that you worked overnight."
The old tinker grinned at her, not looking the least bit tired, and left the room, just in time to miss a decidedly not properly dressed Lucy stumbling out of the bedroom towards the smell of coffee.
After a much needed cup of coffee (two cups for Lucy), the three opened the box Old Man Bjørnson brought with him. The weapon inside was very clearly based on the Winchester Model 70, and chambered for .308 Winchester rounds. 'Based' being the operative word, since the wooden stock and body of the classical rifle were replaced with the iridescent purple of what could only be dire nautilus nacre, and the metal parts were the light blue of a glacier.
"He made this by hand in one night?" Ed asked incredulously.
"He probably had at least some of the parts ready, since it's the same basic type Uncle Matthias uses. But yeah, high tier tinkers work scarily fast when they're properly motivated. And there's nothing like breaking everything we know about metallurgy to motivate Granddad into a frenzy."
"Do we have some standard ammunition around? And a range I can use? I want to zero and get used to it before we might depend on it to save our lives."
"I'll take you to the range after breakfast. We should have more than enough rounds to satisfy you. But we should swing by the quartermaster's on the way and get some of his rounds to use when zeroing. They're not quite identical to the standard NATO round, and you'll want to account for the difference."
"Makes sense to me."
Two hours later found Ed in a surprisingly large indoor range, shooting round after round into illusory targets that popped up at random times and distances. It only took a few minutes for Ed to realize that the rifle had an extradimensional feed system capable of holding far more than the standard five rounds, and after an hour of near constant shooting, that the barrel stayed cool no matter how many rounds passed through it.
Satisfied with both the performance of the rifle and his own familiarity with it, he shot the remaining standard NATO round in his rifle and opened it for cleaning, receiving another pleasant surprise at the sight of the sparkling clean interior.
"Your grandfather does very good work," he told Ingrid, who was practicing throwing her new spear in the next lane to the left. "This rifle would make half of the US drool just thinking about it."
"Heh. There's a reason Granddad is considered the best crafter in the Labyrinth, and his Classshard is only a part of it."
"I'll reload this with the quartermaster's rounds, and we'll go pick up Luce and head towards Katya and the Labyirnth?"
"Works for me. I think I'm up to a decent skill level with this, finally. I think the Labyrinth counts throwing the spear as throwing a javelin, so it isn't covered by my Lancer class."
"You could probably get the ability for it if you go to light horseman on your next rankup, but…"
"But I'm better of going heavy horse, yeah. I'll just have to learn it the hard way."
Ed finished loading thirty rounds into the feed system, and the two left the range in the direction of Ingrid's suite, where Lucy was still canvassing the One Thousand and One Nights for hints about Ed's next trials.
After swinging by Ingrid's room to pick Lucy up, the three left the Arctology and met Katya at the stairway to the bazaar, before entering the eighth floor for the first time. 
The Labyrinth presented them with a hardwood forest. Hundreds of old oak trees stood far enough apart from each other to provide room for their huge canopies, and the forest floor was littered with their fallen acorns.
Acorns which provided food for the forest's dwellers: huge wild pigs, each as tall as a man and weighing at least half a ton. The beasts were natural tanks, with tough armored hides and huge amounts of hit points, and would attack by charging at anything that moved, gaining enough momentum to knock even Ingrid off her feet, a fact that became painfully obvious when she tried to stop the charge of the first boar to greet the party.
The pig ploughed into Ingrid's shield, knocking her down and stomping on her as it ran through, barely even slowed down by the armored hobgoblin. Fortunately for Ingrid, her own high hitpoints boosted by Ed's barrier skill got her through the charge alive, if battered and down to a third of her max.
Fortunately for the delvers, they quickly discovered that while the bulky boars were practically unstoppable once they picked up steam, their very bulk made them very bad at turning around or stopping, and the boar took almost two minutes to circle around and charge at them again, which gave more than enough time for the phantasmal nymph to fully heal Ingrid, and for the rest of the party to prepare for it.
Ingrid dropped her shield in favor of a short broad bladed boar spear, and when the boar came charging again, Ed placed the phantasmal cat-kin where the boar could see it and charge at it, leaving the rest of the party free to attack, and the giant pig was subjected to Firebolt, Acid Bolt, arrow, bullet and spear. The cat-kin was agile enough to jump away at the last moment, and the giant pig squealed its frustration and pain as it ran back into the woods, starting its wide turn again.
In the end, it took five more passes before the great beast went down, but the party suffered no more damage during that time, and after harvesting the boar's tusks, the party continued on into the forest.
The rest of the delve went smoothly after that, and the floor seemed to have no boss fight. The only things of note during their trek through the forest were the cat-kin's Butcher Skillshard maxing out, and the clockwork archer reaching level three of its Archer class, giving it a new bonus Shard slot. Prepared in advance, Ed had a Heartseeker Shard ready for the Archer and a Stealth Shard for the cat-kin, which he Sliced as soon as they left the forest behind.
	Heartseeker
Tier 0
Level 1
0/100 essence
Passive skill
Increase damage of critical hits by 10% per level per tier



 
	Stealth
Tier 0
Level 1
0/100 essence
Stealth is the skill needed to hide in plain sight and move without making a sound.
Higher levels of the skill decrease the chance of being revealed.
Cannot hide from any sense-type Shard of tier 0 and above
Stealth is broken when the user attacks or uses any other active skill.



A quick lunch later saw the party in the ninth floor of the Labyirnth, fighting an orcish warcamp.
Taller and broader than their hobgoblin cousins, the smallest of the monsters was as tall as Ingrid and twice as wide across the shoulder. They were wearing crude hide armor and carrying primitive but heavy clubs and spears, and seemed to be nothing more than a collection of individual warriors, with little cohesion and no leadership.
This was another straightforward floor, and while the orcs were stronger individually than any of the party members, their lack of cooperation meant that the organized delvers could easily gang up on one or two orcs at a time, and slaughter them with little trouble.
They made their way through the sprawling war camp slowly and carefully, waiting for opportunities to ambush isolated orcs without the rest catching up and charging them en masse, and took three hours to scour the camp free of the grunts.
Finally approaching the largest hut in the middle of the camp, the group prepared for the leader, such as it was, of the orcs.
The hut's walls were at least nine meters tall, and the door reached two thirds of the way up, so it was no surprise when an ogre burst out when the party approached, roaring a challenge at the approaching delvers.
Four meters tall and half as wide, the beast wore nothing more than a dirty loincloth, and was holding a club as long as Ingrid was tall, which he waved at the delvers while delivering an incomprehensible speech in the brutish language of its kind.
Rather than waiting for the ogre to finish its speech and attack, Ed gave his companions the signal to attack, and Ingrid charged at the ogre to stun him with a shield bash and leaving it defenseless against the combined attacks of the rest of the party.
"This is most disappointing boss fight I have ever seen," Katya mentioned after the large goblinoid was dead. "We could fight stupid ogre with eyes closed."
"Please don't provoke the Labyrinth like this, Katya," Lucy admonished. "It just might decide it wants to give us more excitement than we can handle."
"I don't normally agree that there is anyone actively warching us and guiding things here," Ingrid added, "but we have an active Questshard, and provoking Murphy is never a good thing."
Katya rolled her eyes and went to search the ogre's corpse, retrieving an Impact Skillshard from the body.
A search of the hunt itself produced a pouch full of credits, which the ogre must have looted from other, less fortunate delvers, and a door out of the floor.
Passing through the door, however, failed to return the party to the stairway and the bazaar.
"Katya," Lucy said as she stood at the mouth of a cave opening into a large valley surrounded by impassable looking mountains.
"Yes?" answered the Drab, her gaze locked at a vicious battle between a group of six armed women with the lower bodies of snakes and a group of winged, blue-skinned people.
"I told you so."
"Snake people and bird people," Ed said. "Looks like this is the second trial. What are we supposed to do here?"
"Tie ourselves to a chunk of meat and have an eagle fly us out of here," Lucy said. "Not sure it applies here."
"At a guess, we need to choose a side to aid," Ingrid added. "There are more battles going on further into the valley, and I doubt that any of us can sneak through it, except maybe Katya."
"This is not good thing," Katya shook her head. "These are angels and demons fighting there, and we are not geared towards fighting them."
"There's no door back," Ed said after checking the back of the small cave behind them. "And we've already decided that we can't afford to decline the trials."
A pair of snake women, who must have seen the party appear, slithered up towards them, battle fever burning in their eyes.
The one on the left had black scales on her snake part, black hair and red eyes, and was wielding six swords, each of a different type. Her green-scaled companions had bright red hair and eyes, and carried a wicked looking hatchet, long serrated dagger and short spear in her left hands and a heavy mace, warhammer and flail in the right.
The two demonesses charged towards the party, and Ingrid moved to engage the first attacker while the phantasmal dvergr went to meet the second, and the rest of the party prepared to support them from the back line.
The clockwork Archer fired a perfectly aimed arrow at the sword wielding demoness's eye, but she moved a scimitar to block it almost contemptuously, using the other five to strike at Ingrid, who barely managed to block the rapid and vicious attacks with her shield. Ed had somewhat better luck with his rifle, and his bullet hit the second demoness before she could close in to melee range, but the lead missile splattered against her chest, leaving a small bruise instead of penetrating. Fire and Acid Bolts did little more than the bullets, leaving tiny burns that the demonesses didn't even acknowledge.
Katya and the phantasmal cat-kin didn't manage even the little damage Ed and the mages did, their knives and daggers sliding harmlessly over the armored skin of the demonesses.
The green demoness used her hatchet to parry the dvergr's hammer, and her spear and dagger pierced its armor, followed by the mace, hammer and flail, and the phantasm vanished instantly, leaving the demon free to go after the cat-kin.
Meanwhile, Ingrid was still somehow managing to hold off the sword wielding demoness, but had to slowly retreat under the onslaught, and it was clear she wouldn't be able to keep it up much longer.
A desperate Lucy used her Chromatic Storm spell to cover the green demoness, catching the phantasmal cat-kin with it, but the demon just slithered out of the tier two spell, looking none the worst to wear.
Ed quickly resummoned the cat-kin and dvergr, but the demoness just smiled cruelly. "Not bad, mortals. But your weapons can't harm us, and you will run out of mana eventually. Lay down your weapons and swear to serve us now, and my sister might stop before she kills your hobgoblin friend there."
"Demons are not known for fair dealings," Katya cautioned. "Dropping our weapons would just make it easier for her to kill us."
"That might be true," the demoness's smile grew even wider, "but it's not like you have a chance to win, so why not take a chance that I might be telling the truth?"
As if to punctuate the demoness's words, Ingrid mistimed a block and her companion caught her shoulder in the hook of its khopesh and pulled her forward to stumble over a the black snake tail.
Before the grinning demoness could capitalize on her success, however, a thundering sound shook the ground, and a bright streak of light was fired from above the party, piercing her left shoulder and resolving into a huge arrow. As the demoness staggered backwards, the archer dropped from the sky and stood between her and Ingrid.
Half again as tall as Ingrid, the newcomer had light blue skin, long black hair and a pair of huge white wings, and was holding a longbow scaled for him. A huge longsword was strapped to his back, and as soon as he landed he dropped his bow and drew it.
"Do not listen to the foul spawn of hell, mortals. They might be able to kill you, but they cannot take your souls unless you swear to them!"
"You can't take on two of us, featherbrain. Leave this place and the mortals, and we'll let you go with your wings still attached. Stay, and we will eat angel wings in hot sauce for dinner."
"You know I cannot do that, serpent. And even if I fall here, I will still take at least one of you with me!"
The demonesses just grinned, battle fever bright in their eyes, and slithered towards the angel, who didn't wait for them but leaped at the black demoness, moving far faster than someone of his size had any right to move, and swinging his massive sword at his enemy. The demoness ducked under the swing and prepared to attack the angel with all six of her swords, but the deadly attack was just a ruse, and the angel buffeted her with his right wing, throwing her at least ten meters away.
The second demoness caught up to him before he recovered from the attack, and her spear pierced his wing, causing him to shout in pain and turn towards her.
It was soon clear that the angel was a superior fighter to the demonesses, and the green demoness retreated from his great sword, losing one of her arms before she could get out of range, but her companion slithered back into the fight, and as strong as he was, the winged warrior was at a disadvantage when facing two of the vicious snake women, and had to switch to a more defensive stance, constantly moving to prevent the demonesses from flanking him.
The angel flew right, trying to place the green demoness between himself and her sword wielding companion, and swung at her with his sword, but she slithered away from the attack, and he could barely get his guard up in time to parry six rapid sword attacks, forcing him to retreat before the green demoness could attack from his flank. The two demonesses pressed their attack on the angel, alternating attacking him and retreating from his ripostes.
Without enough room to take flight, the angel was forced to remain grounded, and the demonesses spread to his sides, making sure he couldn't attack one without turning his back to the other. The angel was fighting almost entirely defensively, moving his sword almost faster than Ed's eye could follow and blocking almost all of the demonesses' attacks.
Almost being the operative word, as even the angel's incredible skill couldn't block attacks from eleven different directions at once, and small wounds soon started appearing all over his body.
"We need to help him," Ed whispered to his friends, trying to keep the demonesses from hearing him.
"Are you insane?" Lucy asked in a heated whisper. "We can barely scratch these things. They'll swat us like flies."
"We don't need to kill them. Just keep one of them busy for long enough that he can kill the other. He's better than any of them, but together they'll wear him out and kill him, and then they'll come for us."
"I hate to suggest this, but maybe we should help demons," Katya joined the conversation. "They are winning, and it is possible that if we help we can generate good will, enough for them to help us out of this place."
"We are not helping those snakes," Ingrid shook her head. "There's no way we can trust them not to kill us after they win."
"I can't believe you're talking about which side to help here. What we need to do is take the opportunity to run away from here while the demonesses are busy."
"Look at the valley, Luce. There's no way we can sneak past all of them, and we don't even know where the exit is. We need help to get out of here, and the angel is our best bet."
"What's your plan, Ed," Ingrid asked.
"We'll take on the green one. She has one less arm, so we might be able to hold her off for longer. We can't do much damage here, but status effects might still work. Katya, you start trying to daze the demoness with your song, and then I'll have the melee phantasms try to crowd it in melee range while the rest of us try to deal as much damage as we can at range."
"I know that you can't possibly be lumping me in with the 'melee phantasms', Ed, so what am I doing while the rest of you are trying not to let a demoness kill you?"
"You're taking the cloud horse and charging from above. I'm hoping that between the momentum, your Charge Shard and your Sharpness, you'll be able to actually pierce that thing's tale and pin her to the ground long enough for him to kill the other one."
The battle didn't stop while Ed was explaining his plan, of course, and by the time the cloud horse was summoned and Ingrid was taking to the air, the angel was looking truly battered, with his left wing broken and dragging behind him, and multiple scratches and bruises all over his body.
When Katya started her song, the green demoness swayed from side to side for a couple of seconds, but then she shook it off and went back to attacking the angel, completely ignoring the dvergr and cat-kin approaching her. Knowing that the melee phantasms wouldn't be able to hurt the demoness, Ed ordered them to physically block her way instead. The snake woman hissed in anger and struck out at the phantasms, which couldn't take more than one or two hits each, but still managed to delay her by a few more seconds, giving the angel a chance to corner the sword wielder. Ed quickly summoned the two again, while Lucy and the kitsune peppered the demoness with Firebolts and Acid Bolts, which she ignored in her haste to go to her companion's aid.
The melee phantasms attacked again, managing to delay their target for a few more seconds, during which the angel managed to hit the black demoness with a mighty kick, throwing her five meters backwards, and then leap towards her before she could recover and bring his great sword down on her shoulder, cutting diagonally all the way to her opposite armpit and splitting her apart.
The green snake woman screamed in rage and charged at the angel's back, thrusting her spear into his back, but before she could do anything else, Ingrid dove down on the cloud horse's back, piercing her tail with a heavy lance and driving it at least a meter into the ground.
The angel stumbled forward, crying in pain, and managed to turn around to face the pinned demoness, raised his sword and beheaded her in one swift swing, and then dropped down to his knee, clutching the tip of the spear where it came out of his chest.
"Thank you for your assistance, mortals. There are not many who would choose to stand and fight in a seemingly lost battle against a foe they cannot hurt. I would offer to aid you on your way out of this battleground, but I am wounded grievously, and cannot remain on this plane for much longer. All I can offer is my blessing and the information that your way out lies in the demons' lair on the left side of the valley."
A bright light spread from the angel, engulfing the party, and when they could see again, the angel was gone, and a message screen appeared in front of every one of the delvers.
	Blessing of the host
An angel has given you his blessing, to aid in your fight against the forces of darkness. For the next 24 hours, all of your attacks will count as Celestial.
Duration: 24:00:00







Chapter 

17: Fight or Flight

"One day of ignoring the damage resistances of anything classified as 'infernal'," Ed said after reading the message. "Not quite as good as light element attacks, but it'll at least let us hit the demons."
"It should be enough time for us to find door out," Katya said. "But we should not tarry. Loot bodies fast and go, since someone is sure to have heard commotion."
A search of the dead demons turned up a Swordsman Classshard and a variety of weapons all made form abyssal iron, two of which might be of use for the party.
	Abyssal Iron Spear
This spear is made of a hard, black wood, with an abyssal iron head.
Quality: Excellent (+20% damage)
Special: Abyssal Iron ignores the physical damage resistance of celestial beings



 
	Abyssal Iron Hammer
This hammer is made of a hard, black wood, with an abyssal iron head.
Quality: Excellent (+20% damage)
Special: Abyssal Iron ignores the physical damage resistance of celestial beings



"I really hope we won't have to use these," Lucy said when Ingrid and the phantasmal dvergr each took one of the abyssal iron weapons.
"Agreed," Katya nodded. "It will not be good for us to have to fight both sides of war."
"Not precisely what I meant, Katya."
"I am not much for sentiment," the Drab shrugged.
"Regardless of the reason, you're both right," Ed intervened. "We should try to avoid fighting the angels if possible."
"We need to move," Ingrid pointed at a group of a dozen snake women who were making their way towards the party. "Those demonesses will be here in ten minutes or so, and we really don't want to be here when they do."
"Right. Ing, you take the cloud horse up and see if you can find the demons' lair, and the rest of us will start walking."
Ingrid took off on the winged horse, and the rest of the party started to get down to the valley floor. Unfortunately, there were six more demonesses waiting for them at the bottom, and they charged the party immediately.
Lucy created a Chromatic Storm in front of the party, catching three of the attacking demonesses, and the shouts of pain and rage from within the storm made it immediately apparent that unlike their previous fight, the spell was doing real damage to the infernal creatures. Ingrid dove down on the back of the cloud horse, spearing one of the remaining three demonesses through her shoulder, and immediately leapt off the horse's back and followed up with a shield bash, stunning the snake woman. Taking advantage of the opportunity, a precise arrow from the clockwork archer pierced her eye and finished her off.
The two unhurt monsters were met by the phantasmal dvergr and cat-kin, who were clearly outmatched by the expert demonic warriors, but could still slow them down enough for Ed, Lucy, Katya and the phantasmal kitsune to bombard them with spells, knives and bullets. By the time the dvergr and cat-kin were down, the two demonesses were wounded, and very clearly angry. A few seconds later the three snake women caught in the Chromatic Storm managed to leave its area of effect, and Lucy let the spell die. Ingrid's shout taunted all five demonesses to her, and she was slowly giving ground under their attacks. Fortunately for Ingrid, with all five crowding her, they had too little room to properly wield all of their weapons, and she managed to block most of the attacks, and between her armor and the phantasmal nymph's healing, her hit points were dropping rather slowly.
"I can't hold them forever!" She shouted at her companions, still retreating slowly from her attackers.
"Katya, can you try to daze them again?" Ed asked the drab. "If the buff applies to it, we're in a much better situation here."
Katya started to sing, and two of the attacking demonesses broke off their attack and started swaying to the music. Unfortunately for Ingrid, the remaining demonesses now had more room to bring their many weapons to bear, and she had no relief from their relentless attacks.
"Focus on them one at a time," Ed said as he resummoned his phantasms and sent them to assist Ingrid.
The dvergr attacked one of the snake women attacking Ingrid, and the monster turned to attack it, leaving Ingrid facing two demonesses. The cat-kin quickly joined the dvergr, and together the two managed to keep her from killing them again.
Meanwhile, Lucy and the phantasmal kitsune launched Fire and Acid Bolts at another one of the demonesses attacking Ingrid, and Ed quickly raised his rifle and joined them. The demoness, already wounded from Lucy's Chromatic Storm, fell under the combined barrage, and Ingrid took the opportunity, Shield Bashed her last opponent, and started quickly slashing at the stunned monster with a large halberd. Together with Ed, Lucy and the kitsune, the demoness was quickly killed, and the four turned their attention to one of the dazed enemies after another, and the battle was quickly over.
Before the delvers could start searching the bodies, the group of twelve demonesses that Ingrid spotted earlier appeared again, and the infernals shouted in anger and started to slither towards the party.
"Ing, summon your mount," Ed ordered. "Lucy rides with you and Katya with me. We can't win against twelve of them at once."
Ingrid quickly used her phantasmal arms ability to conjure the horse created by her charge Skillshard, and lifted Lucy to sit behind her on the saddle, while Ed mounted the cloud horse and Katya settled behind him.
"You did not have to bring me to demon war if you wanted hug," the drab said while settling her arms around Ed's stomach, "asking me would have worked."
  Ingrid and Lucy, mounted on a wingless horse, started riding away from the approaching demonesses, while Ed took a few more seconds to dismiss his summons into the summoner Classshard’s store pattern ability.
“It’s more that you’re larger than Lucy, and I wanted to balance the load on the horses as much as possible,” Ed said while pushing Katya’s hands a bit higher on his stomach and away from the front of his pants.
“And now you are calling me fat? This is really not good way to get hug, Ed.”
“That’s not what I meant!,” He urged the cloud horse up into the sky, zigzagging on the way up to avoid the arrows shot by two of the closing demonesses. “It’s just that Ingrid is a lot heavier than the rest of us, even without her armor and…”
“I am only teasing,” Katya cut his explanation off. “You three are very close, and I am feeling somewhat left out, so I am letting tongue run away from me a little.”
“I guess we are a little closed. I’m not even sure how it happened, you know. One minute we’re all just having a little fun and some stress relief together, and the next thing I know I’m can’t help but think about us as ‘us’, and that almost automatically excludes everyone else.”
“Is really not that hard to explain. Everyone with proper Shard can see you three share auras with each other. It normally only happens when people are together for years.”
Having reached a safe height, Ed leveled the cloud horse’s flight, hovering above Ingrid’s ground-bound charger. “Huh. I guess that does make sense, with the way the phantasmal Shards work. I’ll have to talk to them about it when we’re back at a safe place. But if you could see that we share auras like this, why did you want to join the party? You had to know you’d be left out.”
“Is because of my build. With Bard as my base class but the rest of my Shards more appropriate for a Rogue, I am ‘sub optimal’. Or so I have been told on far too many occasions. ‘If you were assassin, we would love to have you!’” she added in a mocking tone.
“Ouch,” Ed winced at her words.
“I started following you out of curiosity,” the drab continued, “since there are not many three person parties out there, and when I saw your phantasms, I thought you had enough variety that you would accept me even with sub optimal build. Especially since you really did need someone who can think the sneaky thoughts.”
“Heh. I guess that does make sense.”
“And then I saw you give kobold Shard to Lucy, and I thought you could give me cat-kin and make me proper Rogue too, so I just had to join. Although I did not quite understand what it would mean…”
“Yeah, I don’t think I would want to accept a phantasmal Shard. I’m still not quite sure why Lucy insisted on it so much.”
“Mysterious are the ways of woman,” Katya shrugged.
“To change the subject slightly, why did you choose Bard as your class if you were going for a Rogue position? If you don’t mind me asking, of course.”
“I got bard Shard from Babushka for sixteenth birthday. I was already good singer then, and always wanted to follow Babushka footprints, so I was happy to get it. But then I entered Labyrinth for first time, and I learned that being Bard means calling attention from all monsters, and that I would rather not be one who gets that attention. Drab class is not well known, since most Bards want all attention they can get, but is also not that big secret, so once I found about it I got Invisibility Shard to qualify.”
“And by the time you figured out people would have an issue with the non-standard build it was too late to change it.”
“Precisely. I could get new Shard more fitting for ‘normal’ Bard position, but will still have Drab rank up instead of Skald or Battle Drummer or whatever.”
“I’m sorry you had to go through that, Katya. But you being part of our party is working out well, I think. Even if you aren’t part of our ‘inner circle’, or whatever it is.”
“Yet.”
“I’m sorry?”
“Not part of your inner circle yet. I am still thinking about asking for cat-kin Shard.”
“I can’t say that I understand that, but it’s obvious that we’re working well together, so if you do decide you want it, it’s yours.”
“Thank you, Ed. I will let you know if I decide I want it.”
Katya seemed content to end the conversation on that note, which suited Ed perfectly, since he spotted some more groups of snake women close to Ingrid and Lucy’s path, and had to concentrate on charting them a course that led them safely around the hostile parties.
Another hour of carefully maneuvering around groups of demonesses saw the party to the entrance to a large cave. The entrance was guarded by four of the now familiar snake women, each one armed with three halberds, as well as two smaller, two armed snake women carrying twisted black staves.
Ed landed the cloud horse out of sight from the cave’s entrance and waited for Ingrid and Lucy to catch up. By the time the party was reunited, he’d managed to resummons all of his phantasms.
“I think this is at least one of the entrances to the lair our angelic friend was talking about,” he said once everyone was prepared. “We’ve got four of the regular demonesses and two more that are either mages or healers guarding the entrance.”
“Ugh,” Ingrid muttered. “More varieties of creepy crawly people.”
“I’m with Ing on that one,” Lucy grumbled. “The regular demonesses were bad enough, and I really don’t want to find out what their mages can do.”
“I hear you Luce,” Ed answered. “But we don’t really have much of a choice, unless you want to see if the angels have a door out too.”
“Yeah, I wouldn’t want to bet on that,” Lucy nodded. “Let’s just get this over with, and hope the Labyrinth doesn’t have too many more surprises for us today.”
The first clue the demonesses had that they were under attack were a pair of Chromatic Storms hitting both sides of the cave entrance at once, covering all six of the snake women. While they were trying to fight against the raging winds to get out of the spells’ area of effect, a discordant song reached the ears of the two halberdiers and one mage standing to the left of the cave entrance, and they found it impossible to tell left from right, and even ‘down’ seemed to be less obvious than it should be.
The other three demonesses, however, managed to leave the storm’s area, only to be met by a heavily armored hobgoblin, who Shield Bashed the first demoness to reach her, stunning her and kicking her back into the storm. The second halberdier squared off against the hobgoblin, and the mage behind her immediately cast a silence spell, silencing the disorienting Drab’s song, and freeing her companions to slither out of the second storm.
“Drop the storm!” Ed shouted as soon as the last demoness left the area of effect, and Lucy ended her spell, switching to Icebolts instead and leaving the kitsune’s storm active with one stunned demoness still inside.
Ingrid shouted to provoke the melee fighters to attack her, leaving the mages vulnerable to the attacks from the rest of the party, and the first mage quickly went down under a barrage of bullets, Icebolts, thrown knives and arrows. The second mage, faced with the cat-kin and dvergr, took a deep breath and expanded it in a cloud of black fire, incinerating them before they could reach her.
Ed dropped his rifle to resummons his minions while the rest of the party switched their aim to the second mage, who had just enough time to cast a barrier spell before the barrage hit her. She smiled viciously at seeing that the attacks were blocked, and launched a ball of black flames at Lucy.
“That was a darkness and fire attack!” Lucy shouted after taking the hit. “It took out nearly all of my barrier, and would have killed me without my shield!”
 
	Fire Shield
Tier 1
Level 5
Sealed
Covers the caster in a layer of nearly invisible flames, which reduce fire damage by 75% and deals 10-20 fire damage to melee attackers hitting the caster.
Duration: 5 minutes
Mana cost: 20



The Fire Shield had a really good synergy with Lucy’s Elementalist class, since she could switch it to protect against any of the four basic elements, but since she could only have one active instance at any time, it was only really useful when she knew what element she would need to defend against.
Fortunately for Lucy, the connection between demons and fire was well known enough that she decided to cast it just in case the mages could use fire magic.
The constant barrage of spells and missiles was enough to break through the demoness’s barrier spell, and by the time the phantasmal dvergr and cat-kin rejoined the fight, the snake woman was bleeding and frozen enough that a blow from the dvergr’s hammer and a stab from the cat-kin’s dagger were enough to finish her off.
The stunned demoness caught in the kitsune’s Chromatic Storm had also succumbed to the constant elemental damage, and the party was left fighting three halberdier demonesses.
Ingrid was hunkered down defensively, blocking as many attacks as she could and trusting to her armor and the phantasmal nymph’s healing to ensure that the attacks she couldn’t stop wouldn’t bring her down. With the enemy mages down, the party’s ranged attacker could target one halberdier after another, and the three joined their companions in death soon after.
“We need to be careful going in,” Katya said while the party looked for loot. “If that fireball took out Lucy’s barrier with her fire shield active, it would have killed me or Ed instantly.”
“I’m not sure what we can do except try to kill their mages as fast as possible,” Ed answered. “And we’re trying to do that anyway.”
“You need to stay further back, Ed. You rifle has better range than fireball, and you need to start using it. And I need to stay invisible as much as possible.”
“And you two need to leave the mages to the phantasms and me,” Lucy added. “As long as you don’t attack them directly, they should concentrate more on us.”
“Yeah,” Ingrid joined in. “Take out the melee heat faster and I can tank the mages. That fireball would barely tickle me at this point.”
Searching the bodies yielded twelve infernal iron halberds, which the party decided to leave behind as too heavy to lug around, and a Fireball Skillshard.
	Fireball
Tier 1
Level 0
0/1000 essence
Launch a ball of fire to a distance of up to 30 meters. The ball explodes and deals 1-6 fire damage to everything in a three meter diameter.
Mana cost: 10



Lucy declined the Shard, saying that she didn’t have a slot for it, and wouldn’t have one in the foreseeable future, and the party entered the cave.
The first dozen meters of the cave looked like a naturally occurring tunnel, but after that the rough walls smoothed over and the uneven floor became as straight as the best dwarven construction. Torches appeared in regularly spaced sconces, and artwork depicting snake women torturing members of any race of Labyrinth dwellers the party has even heard of filled the spaces between the torches.
“Such charming place,” Katya muttered after glancing at a particularly vivid mosaic depicting what was clearly a de-winged angel. “I cannot imagine why I did not book vacation here before.”
“Well, you know what the yelp reviews say,” Lucy answered. “The view is nice and all, but the accommodations are just the pits.”
“And the prices are just off the scales,” Katya added. “I need to tell Babushka to open franchise here. She will make killing”
Ed motioned them to keep quiet, as he thought he could hear a voice from further in, and pantomimed for Katya to sneak forward to scout.
Katya used her invisibility Shard, and vanished from sight, leaving the rest of the party behind. After a couple of quiet minutes, her voice reached Ed’s ears, seemingly out of nowhere.
“Corridor is expanding into large room here. There is big chair in back with different type of demon sitting on it, and I can see what looks like door out behind him. I can see at least twenty demonesses, and at least five are mages. I do not think we can win this in straight up fight.”
Ed kept quiet, knowing that Katya’s class only let her send her own voice away, and she wouldn’t be able to hear him anyway.
“There are two more corridors at sides of room. I will explore other directions and let you know what I find.”
“This looks like it’ll take a while,” Ingrid said after hearing Katya’s report. “We should find somewhere to hide until Katya is back.”
“I’ve got an idea,” Ed motioned the party back towards the more roughly-hewn part of the cave, where he had the phantasmal dvergr excavate a small passage into the rock, and expand it into a small room. The dvergr then closed the corridor behind them, leaving a few small holes behind for air and Katya’s voice.
“Nice job!” Lucy said once the party was safely hidden. “Can we tunnel behind the large room and into the door?”
“Not going to happen, I’m afraid. It’d take far more mana than the dvergr has. As it is, I’m going to have to dismiss and resummons it before it can let us out of here.”
They waited in the small room for half an hour, and Ed was starting to get worried about the possibility that Katya got caught, when her voice suddenly reappeared in his ear.
“I think I have plan. There is prison here with some angels. Guards are sitting in outer room and leave cells unwatched, but I think that whole corridor is trapped. If we can free prisoners, they can cause maybe distraction and pull demons out of main room. Can you send me cat-kin with active stealth and tell it to obey me? I will be back at entrance corridor in five minutes.”
Ed made the dvergr open the exit from their little hideout and sent the cat-kin out to meet Katya. Five minutes later, Katya’s voice whispered a final instruction. “I have kitty here. Wait until you hear commotion and then enter big room. I do not believe we can remove all demons from way, but it should at least reduce them to manageable number.”
It took fifteen more minutes for Katya’s commotion to materialize.
“The prisoners are escaping!” The demoness’ voice barely reached the party in their walled alcove, but the booming voice that answered it was loud enough to hurt Ed’s ears even as far away as he was.
“Go and hold them off! Do not let them out of the guard room!”
Ed got a message that his phantasmal cat-kin had taken enough damage to be dispelled just as Katya’s voice returned.
“Most demons have gone to fight angels. Big one is still in room, with two more helpers. Now is good time to attack them and try to get out.”
The phantasmal dvergr quickly removed the wall shielding their little alcove, and the party ran towards the big room.
The entrance to the room was flanked by two large fire pits burning with sickly looking green flames. A walkway made of bones that had been somehow melted together linked the entrance to a large bone throne on the opposite side of the room.
The figure sitting on the throne must have been at least three meters tall. He, and it was very clear that the figure was indeed a ‘he’, had furry legs ending in cloven hooves. His naked torso was red as blood and heavily muscled, as were the two huge arms. His head might have been considered handsome, with a well-groomed goatee and square chin, but the cruelty in his eyes completely ruined the image. Two long black horns rising form his brow completed the demon’s image.
A snake woman mage stood to either side of the large demon’s throne, and as soon as the party entered the room they raised their twisted black staves, preparing to blast Ed and his friends with whatever terrible magic they had available.
Before any magic could be cast, however, the large demon raised his left hand and the demonesses froze in their place.
“Mortals,” the demon’s deep bass voice boomed. “It has been far too long since I had mortals in my halls. Have you come here to pledge your souls to my service?”
“Try to stall him for a bit,” Katya’s voice whispered in Ed’s ear.
“I’m sorry to disappoint you,” Ed answered, “but the possibility has never even crossed our minds. In all honesty, we’re just passing through here, and if you just let us go through that door behind your throne, we’ll stop troubling you.”
“Your intentions are amusing, mortal, but you will find that you have to abandon them. Your only options are to pledge to me, or die by my hand.”
“Those really aren’t very appealing options,” Lucy said. “You really need to work on your sale pitch a bit more. I mean, you should at least tell us what we get if we pledge our souls, otherwise it’s just a pig in a poke.”
“You get to keep your lives, mortal. And you should be happy to even be offered that!”
“That’s a very scrawny katta in that sekken,” Ingrid shook her head. “I don’t think I want to be buying that.”
“Then you sha…”
The demon’s dramatic declaration of the party’s imminent death was cut off by the scream of one of his demoness helpers, and the appearance of Katya behind her, with a long dagger piercing the snake woman’s kidney.
The demon lord roared in anger and tried to swat at Katya, but the Drab managed to maneuver the wounded demoness into his way and rolled away from the stunned mage.
“Melee on the big one, the rest of us focus on the mages!” Ed shouted, and started to shoot at the wounded demoness, joined quickly by Lucy, Katya and the phantasmal kitsune and Archer. Ingrid ran towards the big demon, who was just getting up from his throne, and stunned him with a Shield Bash before he could attack.
Meanwhile, Ed sent both the phantasmal dvergr and the cat-kin towards the unwounded mage in an attempt to keep her too busy to cast.
Unfortunately, the demon lord shrugged off the stun almost immediately, and stomped his hoof on the floor, staggering all of the party’s melee fighters. He then clapped his hands together, and a huge claymore made of black fire appeared in his grasp.
A sweep of the flaming sword nearly took Ingrid’s head off, but she managed to get her footing and bring her shield up in time to block it, getting knocked back by the force of the blow. The unwounded demoness took the opportunity of her opponents being out of balance to cast a spell that covered her body with a metallic sheen, and a loud clanging sound when the dvergr’s hammer slammed into her made it clear that the defensive spell would make it a lot harder to harm her.
The rest of the party was doing better, and the stunned demoness was unable to raise any defensive magic before the barrage of spells and missiles killed her.
“Daze the mage, Katya! The rest of us, focus on the boss!”
Katya started to sing a discordant melody, and the iron-skinned demoness began to sway in confusion. Ed transferred the dvergr and cat-kin to attacking the demon lord, and had the kitsune drop a Chromatic Storm on the mage, hoping that the multi element spell would manage to find a weakness in the spell.
The demon lord let out a thundering roar, stunning everyone around him, and kicked out at Ingrid, his massive hoof crushing her shield and breaking the arm holding it, and lashed out with his sword to slice the cat-kin completely in half, dispelling it.
Ingrid staggered backwards, dismissing her shield and the armor covering her arm, and the phantasmal naiad started healing her as quickly as it could.
The demon lord didn’t come out of the exchange unscathed, however. Firebolt burns, arrows and bullet wounds were already beginning to accumulate, and a large bruise indicated that the dvergr’s hammer had struck home at least once before it too was dispelled by the flaming sword.
The demon smiled viciously when he saw that the party was out of melee fighters, and turned to attack the still singing Katya, but Ed resummoned the dvergr in its path, and when the demon stopped in surprise, the clockwork archer shot him at the back of its knee, making the large monster stumble.
“A phantasmal Summoner,” The demon growled as it staggered back up. “How unusual. We could still make a deal that lets you leave with your skin intact, if you would just offer me the souls of your bound companions, mortal.”
Ed didn’t bother giving the demon an answer, and instead summoned his cat-kin back, but kept it close to him, letting the dvergr battle the monster on its own. The demon used its stomp attack again, staggering the dvergr and killing it before it could recover, and started to run towards Ed, who sent the cat-kin into combat before starting to summon the dvergr yet again.
The agile cat-kin managed to dodge the demon’s powerful but slow attacks, and the party continued to pepper the large monster with spells and projectiles until the demon used his roar attack again, stunning the cat-kin long enough for him to kill it, and Ed sent the dvergr, followed by the newly healed and armored Ingrid back into melee range.
More and more damage piled onto the demon, and with the party now familiar with its special attacks, Ingrid was able to get out of range of his stomp and roar attacks whenever he tried to use them, leaving whatever phantasm was there at the time to take the follow-up attack before closing in again, and it wasn’t long before the large monster fell before the party’s combined attacks.
With the demon lord dead, Ed had the kitsune dispel the Chromatic Storm, and while the demoness inside was still armored, her spell couldn’t block off all of the damage from Ingrid’s halberd and Ed’s Chromatic Field, and she soon joined her master in death.
With the battle over, Ed could hear the noise of the larger fight between the angelic prisoners and the large force of demons, and it seemed to be closer to the main room now than it was when they first entered.
“I don’t think we have much time,” he told his friends before going to search the large demon for loot. “I really don’t want to be caught up in the prison escape if we can help it.”
“I completely agree,” Ingrid answered. “I could really use some down time after this fight.”
“Loot quickly then go to door,” Katya summed up the plan, and went to search one of the dead demonesses.
The demon lord’s sword disappeared as soon as it died, and it didn’t look like it was carrying anything of worth, but large, clear blue Shard was visible in the middle of its chest, and Ed had to climb the demon’s body to reach it.
	Numen
Tier 0
Level 1
0/500
The first step on the pathway of the Mythical, Numen have the power of the divine, and the potential to strive for the utter good of the celestial, or the utter evil of the infernal
Faith: The Mythical draw their power from the belief of mortals. +1 stat point per follower.



 As soon as he drew the Shard out of the demon, it vanished from his hand and a second message appeared in front of him.
	Congratulations! The second trial of Sindbad has been completed!
Luck of Sindbad level 2 Rewards:
+1 Shard slot
Numen Raceshard



“What was that Shard you found there?” Lucy asked curiously. “And where did it just go?”
Before Ed could answer her, however, the fight between the demons and the escaping angels spilled into the room. “Through the door, quickly!” he shouted at his companions, and raced around the throne.
The four companions ran through the door, expecting to find themselves back on the stairway in the bazaar, but stopped suddenly when they found themselves instead in a large grassy meadow.
A small fortress sat on a tall hill about a kilometer away from them, besieged by a large army. It was impossible to see any details about either side, but the red and gold banners flying over the fort seemed oddly familiar to Ed, and he was on the verge of recognizing them when Ingrid cried out and started to run towards the fort.
“What’s wrong, Ing?” Lucy asked and started to run after the hobgoblin.
“Those are Bjørnson banners! It’s my family’s fort, and we need to help them!”
Ed started to follow the two women, before he noticed that something wasn’t right.
“Ing, Lucy, wait!” He shouted at them. “Where’s Katya?”
Ingrid reluctantly agreed to stop and look for Katya, but after ten minutes of searching fruitlessly, Ed had to accept the fact that Katya either wasn’t there, or just didn’t want to be found.
“We need to get to the fort,” Ingrid told her friends. “If we’re in the middle of a monster surge, we’re not safe here. Monsters could come here from higher floors that we won’t be able to defeat, especially when we’re not at full strength. We’ll be safer with allies around, and the fort should have a gate out to the Arcology.”
“I’d really like to know what happened,” Lucy added. “One minute you were holding what looked like a Raceshard, and the next it’s vanished. I don’t want to believe that Katya would just grab a Shard and vanish, but I also don’t believe in coincidences. Not in the Labyrinth.”
“Katya doesn’t have the Shard,” Ed shook his head. “It got Sliced into me on its own. It’s also listed as part of the reward for the second level of the Luck of Sindbad, along an extra Shard slot.”
“That’s a very nice reward,” Lucy whistled. “Most delvers would give an arm for an extra slot.”
“So what race was it?” Ingrid asked. “You look exactly the same as before, and I can’t think of very many Raceshards that would be this subtle.”
“Something I’ve never heard of before,” Ed answered. “It’s called ‘numen’, and claims to give me the power of the divine, and to give me one stat point per ‘follower’, whatever that means.”
Ingrid paled at hearing the Raceshard’s name, grabbed both of Ed’s shoulders and looked into his eyes. “Be very careful with that race, Ed. Back when Granddad was still delving with his original party, the one that discovered the Labyrinth, Adrian Markopoulos got his hands on a numen Shard, and Granddad says it’s what set him on the path to becoming the titan thávmatos.”
“I’ll be careful, but I have no idea what to avoid. Titan might be a rankup option, but I don’t even know what the options are at this point.”
“If I remember Granddad’s story correctly, Dr. Markopoulos had the options to become a celestial or infernal when numen was maxed, but celestial was locked because he didn’t meet the requirements. I’m guessing you should avoid infernal for now, but we should probably talk to Granddad about it.”
“I’d say that you’d have to be mad to choose the option described as ‘the utter evil of the infernal’, but you’re saying Dr. Markopoulos chose it before the titan race drove him mad. Do you at least know what I need to have to choose celestial?”
“Any light element Shard should work, and any dark element Shard should work for infernal.”
“So I need to stay away from dark element, and be on the lookout for a light aligned Shard? I think I can work with that.”
“If we’ve established that Ed shouldn’t choose to become utterly evil,” Lucy said while looking around nervously, “can we hurry up and get to the fort? We really don’t want to be caught by something from floor forty out here.”
“Sorry, Luce. I got a bit carried away there. Granddad’s stories about traveling around with Thávmatos after he started going insane are really not something I want to live through.”
“That’s fine. It’s not like I want Ed to go insane. Especially with the two of us bound to him. You should be able to summon two cloud horses now, right Ed? That should be enough to get all three of us in.”
“I should be able to, yeah. But I don’t think we want to go flying into the fort while it’s under attack. We’re far too likely to be shot down by our own allies.”
“We should approach on the ground,” Ingrid agreed. “I can signal the fort to identify us when we get closer, but they won’t see it from above. And I think we should keep the option to escape into the air in case we run into anything we can’t handle.”
“I’ll ride one of the cloud horses with Lucy, you go solo on the second. We’ll approach close enough for you to signal, and when they acknowledge you we’ll fly over the rest of the way.”
Ingrid and Lucy agreed to the plan, and Ed summoned his cloud horses and dismissed his phantasms. The three mounted the horses and started to ride towards the fort.
The party began to ride towards the fort, but they quickly ran into a group of ten ghouls. The ghouls were clad in brightly colored Japanese style armor and carrying katanas. Ingrid charged into the group, and her lance pierced the first of the ghouls, killing it instantly and moving on, barely even slowed down by the monster. The slow-moving undead couldn’t even come close to the delvers, and between Lucy sniping at them with Firebolts and Ingrid’s Charge attacks, the ghouls were easily eliminated by the party, and the three continued their way.
The direct way towards the fort was blocked by the monstrous army, so the party had to take a fairly long detour towards the far side, and even though they stayed away from the main force, many scattered groups of ghouls, skeletons and other low ranked undead blocked their way.
After the fifth such group of monsters, Ed received a message that his new Shard was ready to rank up, and the party stopped for a minute while he checked the Shard’s information.
“Ing, you said that I’ll have the option to rank up to either infernal or celestial, and that I’ll need a dark element or light element Shard for them to unlock, right?”
“Yeah, that’s what Granddad said, why?”
“Because it seems I have three rank up options, and two of them are available.”
	Numen
Tier 0
Level 5
Closed
The first step on the pathway of the Mythical, Numen have the power of the divine, and the potential to strive for the utter good of the celestial, or the utter evil of the infernal
Faith: The Mythical draw their power from the belief of mortals. +1 stat point per follower.
2/2 stat points available.
10% resistance to earth
10% resistance to water
10% resistance to fire
10% resistance to air
Evolution options:
Celestial (tier 1)
Eldritch (tier 1)
Infernal (tier 1) requirements umet







Chapter 18: 

Back to (Un)life

“That’s weird,” Ingrid said. “You shouldn’t have celestial unlocked, and I’ve never even heard of eldritch.”
“Let me check them,” Ed said and chose first the celestial option and then the eldritch. “It looks like the buff we got from the angel unlocked the celestial rank-up, which means I might lose it after the buff is gone. Eldritch is a secret rank-up, and was unlocked by me having a chromatic damage Shard.”
“Yeah, that would explain why Dr. Markopoulos didn’t have the option.”
“This is interesting and all,” Lucy interjected, “but it’s really not relevant, since you are not going to become a Deep One. I’m an adventurous sort of girl, but I draw the line at sleeping with the fishes.”
“I’m with Lucy on that one. As nasty and annoying as some of our gods are, at least some of them have our best interests at heart. Nothing good ever comes out of something described as eldritch.”
“You’ve made your point,” Ed shook his head ruefully. “And it’s not like I actually want to take that option. If becoming a titan drove Thávmatos crazy, I really don’t want to know what becoming a Great Old One would do to me.”
“Good. Then go ahead and rank up to celestial, and we can keep going.”
“And if we’re stopping anyway,” Lucy added, “I need to rank-up too. The past couple of battles maxed out my Flameweaver.”
“I’ve maxed out Spinner as well,” Ed said. “It was in the middle of a fight, and I didn’t even have a chance to see what the last level gave me.”
“We really shouldn’t stop before we’re in the fort, or even back in the Arctology,” Ingrid shook her head. “If you know what you’re taking, go ahead and take it. If not, it’ll wait until we’re safe.”
“I’ll take celestial now,” Ed said and went to choose his rank up. “It’s a no-brainer, really, and I’m actually at zero open Shards now, so any fighting feels like a waste.”
“And I’ll go ahead and choose firedrake,” Lucy went to call up her own status screen. “It’s the option that fits best with the rest of my bui… what the hell?”
Having chosen to rank-up his numen Shard into a celestial, a wave of white light covered Ed for a few seconds, and then receded to leave him nearly unchanged. His features were a bit more refined, and his hair turned from a rather nondescript brown into a deep oaken color, but other than that he was the same as he always was.
	Celestial
Tier 1
Level 1
0/5000
Mythological beings following the path of light. Generally considered to be beneficent towards Humanity.
Ignore the damage resistance granted by Mythological races.
+30% resistance to light and dark



“What’s wrong Luce?”
“My rank-up options just completely changed. I’ve got solar drake and comet serpent instead of firedrake and water serpent. Even the locked options changed from earth wyrm to lunar wyrm and from air wyvern to star wyvern.”
“All types of stellar dragon-kin. Must be because I’ve changed into a celestial and you’re linked to me.”
“I guess so. And it doesn’t even change my choice, since a solar drake is better for me in just about every way.”
“I’d say to just go for it then. We still shouldn’t stay here much longer.”
“Yeah, you’re right. We can talk about how these things work later. Ing, you have anything to add?”
Ingrid, however, didn’t seem to have heard any of the conversation. Instead, she just stared in shock at the air in front of her.”
“Ingrid? Is everything OK?” Ed went and tried to nudge her out of whatever system message she was looking at.
“I… what?” Ingrid shook her head and turned her wide eyed gaze at Ed. “What did you say?”
“Lucy said that her rank-up options changed to stellar dragon-kin variants. She wants to take solar drake instead of firedrake.”
“I, yeah, I think that should be fine. I haven’t heard of solar drakes before tier two, but they’re a good race.”
Lucy finalized her own rank-up, and was almost immediately covered by a wave of intense red and gold light. When the light faded, it was obvious that her transformation was far more extensive than Ed’s.
Large, golden scaled wings sprouted from her shoulders, ripping apart her robes. Her formerly blue scales were replaced by a rich, bright gold on her shoulders and the outside of her arms, shading to twilight red on the inside. More red scales ran down from her armpits to her tail, leaving the dark skin of her chest and stomach exposed. The tail itself was much longer, reaching the ground behind her, and ending in a frilled tip.
	Solar Drake
Tier 1
Level 1
0/5000
Solar drakes are a breed of lesser dragon. They are creatures of fire, and strongly aligned with the forces of light
Sunfire: all fire magic used by a solar drake is changed into sunfire, dealing fire or light damage according to the target’s vulnerabilities.
 



As soon as her transformation was complete, Lucy pulled the tattered remains of her robes together, tying them in place to give herself at least a semblance of decency. “Not that I mind giving you two a show, but we aren’t quite alone here.”
The transformation was enough to jolt Ingrid out of her daze, and she wolf whistled at Lucy’s inadvertent show.
Ed managed to tear his eyes away from the very pleasant sight of Lucy’s new appearance, and turned back to Ingrid. “So what got you so spooked?”
“I got a system message that I’ve unlocked a secret rank up for my Shieldmaiden class. And it has completely insane unlock requirements.”
“I’m guessing one of them is related to Ed’s new race?” Lucy asked curiously.
“Yeah. Here, I think I can share the screen with the two of you, since we’re all linked.”
Ingrid fiddled with something for a few seconds, and a message screen appeared before Ed and Lucy.
	Valkyrie
Base class: Shieldmaiden
Unlock requirements:
1st tier spear class
Ability to summon a mount
Have taken part in at least one aerial battle
In service to a celestial power



 Ed whistled in appreciation at seeing the requirement list. “This looks completely unreasonable, and yet it also seems intentionally tailored for you.”
“It probably is,” Lucy shrugged. “I told you guys the Labyrinth is watching us.”
“I’m definitely starting to agree. What does the class description say, Ing?”
“’Valkyries are the messengers of Odin, sent to collect the souls of the honorably dead, bring them to Valhalla and lead them in the battles of Ragnarok.’”
“Not very helpful, is it?”
“It is somewhat vague. Though anything the collects the souls of the dead might be effective against undead, which might be handy right now. Too bad I don’t have the slots for it.”
“You might want to keep it in mind if we find something we can’t handle,” Lucy said. “This is too much of a coincidence for me.”
“I’ll keep that in mind. Before we keep going, you said all of your Shards were maxed, Ed?”
“Except the ones Sliced in my Classshards. I’m at one active Shard out of three right now.”
“Can you rank up some Shards before we continue?”
“I think I can afford to rank up stoneskin, but not Manaflow. I have a feeling I’ll need all the mana I have soon.”
“What about your class?”
“I’ve got some of the standard summoner rank up options, but I also have a couple of new ones. I want to talk about them before I choose, and we don’t have the time here.”
“Yeah, probably not a good idea to rush it. By the way, what is your level 5 ability from Phantasmal Spinner?”
“Heh. I haven’t even checked it yet. Let me take a look.”
	Phantasmal Spinner
Tier 1
Level 5
Closed
The phantasmal spinner is a summoner who has learned to bind living humans into his conjured phantasms, giving them power in exchange for their service.
Phantasmal Shard – Distill one of your phantasms into a Shard, which can then be Sliced into any human target, turning them into a Living Phantasm. Limit of 1 Living Phantasm per level
+2 Intelligence
+2 Wisdom
+1 Shard slot, useable for buff Skillshards
Eternal Phantasm – Revive a fallen Living Phantasm. Mana cost depends on the target’s total essence, and can be accumulated over time.



This time it was Ingrid who whistled in appreciation. “That’s a very nice ability. And it certainly answers some of our questions about how the whole ‘living phantasm’ thing works.”
“We need to check the range on your abilities,” Lucy added with a wicked smile. “We might want to chain you to the bed and lock you up in the Arctology while the two of us delve. That way we can delve with no actual danger, since you’ll be safe outside to bring us back if we die.”
“And what would your ever watchful Labyrinth think about that?” Ed asked with a raised brow.
“You’re no fun,” Lucy pouted.
“That’s not what you said last time,” Ingrid teased.
“Enough chit chat!” Lucy announced, turning her head away haughtily. “We need to get into the fort!”
Ed smiled as Ingrid took the lead, and urged his horse to follow. Their way was surprisingly clear, and Ed was beginning to think that they’d be able to get close enough to the fort to signal the defenders and fly over the walls when Ingrid’s horse suddenly reared on its hind legs and threw her out of the saddle, then fell down to the ground with a black arrow sticking out of its eye.
Ed and Lucy dismounted from their own horse, and the three watched as a group of undead appeared from around a small hill.
It took Ed only a second to notice that this group of undead was very different from the groups they’ve fought before.
A large skeletal minotaur lead the way. It must have been at least two and a half meters tall, not counting the horns, and at least a meter and a half across its skeletal shoulders. It was wearing the rotting remains of a leather loincloth, and carried a large black axe in its hands.
The figure following the minotaur was harder to identify. The tall humanoid was wearing a suit of black plate armor, and the only thing visible underneath it were two glowing red eyes. A large heater shield was strapped to its right arm, and a large mace was held in its left. Though dwarfed by its skeletal companion, Ed knew that the armored figure had to be at least a hundred and ninety centimeters tall.
The third member of what was evidently an undead adventuring party floated silently behind the armored tank. Glowing green and semitransparent, it was obviously female, and might once have been called pretty, if not beautiful. She was dressed in tattered green robes that were as transparent as she was, and might have been an actual part of her, as far as Ed could tell.
Behind the ghost walked a rotting corpse wearing finely made black robes and holding a long staff with a black crystal on top. This was no zombie or ghoul, however. Keen and cruel intelligence sparkled in the lich’s otherwise dead eyes, and it moved with a grace the promised a physically capable enemy, as well as a powerful caster.
Bringing up the rear was the archer that shot Ingrid’s horse. It was clad in a hooded cloak and carrying a long bow, and although Ed could see very little details about it, he felt there was something familiar in the way it moved.
The undead group stopped about fifty meters away, and the cloaked figure moved forward to stand between the minotaur and the armored death knight. It turned its hooded head to regard the three delvers, and spoke in an incredibly familiar voice.
“I was hoping to meet the three of you here.”
Ed was still trying to place the familiar voice when Lucy’s face scrunched up in anger, and she called up a Chromatic Storm on the cloaked archer. Just before the destructive energies of the storm manifested around it, the figure vanished from sight, leaving the cloak behind to be incinerated, and reappeared ten meters to the left, completely unharmed.
“Is that any way to greet an old friend, Lucy?” the mocking voice came from the grinning skull of a ram, and Ed suddenly realized why the voice sounded so familiar.
Kevin was wearing a suit of black leather armor and carrying a much fancier bow than the last time Ed saw him. A sickly green cloud covered his skeleton, taking the vague shape of flesh and filling out the armor. His eyes glowed with the same sickly green, and puffs of the gas wafted out of his mouth when he spoke.
“I don’t think I’d consider you a friend, Kevin,” Lucy said out of clenched teeth, and then she grinned suddenly. “That sheep has sailed.”
The unexpected pun broke Ed’s tension, and he found himself struggling not to giggle. Ingrid showed far less restrain, and her loud laughter made it impossible to hear Kevin’s retort.
“I suppose someone had to fill the ‘annoying douche’ slot after James died,” A very annoyed Kevin said once Ingrid calmed down a bit. “Makes me glad my new party members can’t talk.”
“Whatever helps you wether, Kevin.” Lucy’s smile was getting wider and wider as she saw Kevin’s anger. “Oh, did that hit too close to home? Do tell me if this is getting over the tup.”
“Enough!” Kevin yelled, the green cloud replacing his flesh rolling faster and faster. “I wanted to give you a chance to come with me quietly. My master would have given you the same gifts he gave me in exchange for whatever secrets you might have. But it’ll be good enough if I just bring him your bodies!”
The minotaur and its armored companions broke into a run, charging at the party, and Ed quickly recalled his phantasms. Lucy had already started to cast Firebolts at Kevin, and Ed ordered his kitsune to cover the enemy magic users with a Chromatic Storm. Ingrid met the minotaur head on, blocking a mighty swing from its axe on her shield, and piercing it with her spear before it could recover.
The phantasmal dvergr squared off against the undead knight, and seemed to be holding its own, using its smaller size to avoid the knight’s mace and blocking the blows it couldn’t dodge with its hammer. Seeing that the dvergr was managing on its own, Ed sent the cat-kin to harass Kevin and prevent him from shooting at himself and Lucy.
The battle seemed to be going in their favor when the ghostly woman glided out of the storm, seemingly none the worse for wear. She raised her hand and pointed at the kitsune, and a ball of green liquid shot out at the phantasm, covering it with acid. Ed’s barrier spell protected the kistune for a few seconds, but as soon as it failed, the vulpine’s low hit points were overwhelmed, and it vanished, along with its Chromatic Storm, revealing the scorched lich, who began to cast its own spell.
Ed started to resummon the kitsune while Lucy focused her attacks on the ghost, leaving the clockwork Archer to attack Kevin. As soon as the phantasm reappeared, Ed had it recast Chromatic Storm, covering the lich, but not before a decaying curse hit Ingrid, causing her weapons and armor to instantly turn to rust. Ingrid cursed and leapt back to reform her equipment, but not fast enough to completely escape the minotaur’s swing, and a long slash across her stomach made her wince in pain before the naiad could heal her.
Rearmored and rearmed, Ingrid went back into battle, and the minotaur was quickly covered in stab wounds, none of which seemed to have any effect on the huge beastman.
Lucy had better success against the incorporeal ghost, and her Firebolts, enhanced by Ed’s Chromatic Field and her own Sunfire ability, left large gaping holes through the undead’s transparent body. The ghost called up another ball of acid, and fired it at Lucy, but her fire shield, switched to protect against earth damage by her elementalist class, was enough to prevent the acid from breaking her barrier, and a few more Firebolts caused the ghost to shriek silently and disperse.
Ingrid, seeing that her spear was having little effect on the minotaur, decided to change tactics. Ditching her shield, she transformed her weapon into a wicked looking halberd, and used her enemy’s confusion to land a mighty overhand slash at its left arm, slicing it off at the elbow. Unable to properly use its huge axe with just one arm, the minotaur was easy prey for the hobgoblin, and a second two handed blow cleaved off its head.
Lucy turned back to attack Kevin, who was too busy avoiding the cat-kin’s daggers to use his bow, but a few seconds later green fog began to swirl over the ghost’s last position, growing swiftly to a ball with a two meter diameter, and then drawing inwards revealing the ghost’s incorporeal body unharmed. The ghost wasted no time, and a ball of acid hit the unprepared phantasmal cat-kin, obliterating it.
The same green fog began to seep out of the minotaur’s corpse, and it didn’t take a lot of time for Ed to realize that it, too, would be coming back to unlife in the next few seconds.
Kevin, finally freed from the phantasm’s harrying, smiled in glee. “I probably should have mentioned this before,” he said before launching an arrow made of light at Ed, managed to shrug off the attack thanks to his barrier and resistance to light element. “My master has granted us true immortality. Even if you kill us all, we’ll just be back mere seconds later. So how long do you think you can keep fighting?”
Ed started to resummon the phantasmal cat-kin, while trying to think of any way to win against enemies that wouldn’t stay dead.
“Ed, get on one of the cloud horses and get out of here,” Lucy whispered urgently. “Get into the fort and out to the Arctology.”
“I can’t abandon you and Ingrid here. And we still don’t know where Katya is.”
“If you get out of this alive, you can revive Ing and me from the outside. There’s nothing the House of Hermes can do to us, since we’ll just get unsummoned. But if they get their hands on you, they’re getting all three of us.”
“You don’t know that for sure. And besides, I don’t have any way to identify myself to whoever is in the fort. They’ll just shoot me down, since they’re under attack right now.”
The battle had turned into a stalemate. The undead minotaur couldn’t harm Ingrid, but no matter what she did, the horned monster would just come back to unlife. The dvergr and its undead knight opponent managed only glancing blows on each other, while the newly resummoned cat-kin played a cat and mouse game with Kevin. Lucy has given up on trying to kill the ghost, and did just enough damage with her Sunfire bolts to prevent it from using its acid ball attacks, and the lich was still trying to make its way out of the kitsune’s Chromatic Storm.
Finding himself with very little to contribute to the battle, Ed furiously went over his status and Shards, trying to think of anything that might help him get himself and his lovers out of their predicament, when something in Ingrid’s status caught his eye, and he raised the information about her shieldmaiden Classshard.
	Shieldmaiden
Tier 1
Level 5
Locked
Female warriors highly trained in the usage of shields and defensive tactics, dedicated to the protection of their teammates
Gives expert knowledge and muscle memory needed to properly use shields
+2 Constitution
+2 Strength
-40% to physical and magical damage taken when protecting others.
+1 Shard slot, useable for defensive abilities.
Rank up options
Shieldmaiden (tier2)
Bulwark (tier 2)
Valkyrie (tier 2)
Guardian (tier 2) requirements unmet
 



Acting half out of wishful thinking and half out of a burgeoning belief in the guiding attention of whatever controlled the Labyrinth, Ed used his privilege as Ingrid’s summoner to rank her up into a Valkyrie.
As soon as he accepted the rank up, Ingrid stiffened up, causing her to mistime a block and take a heavy axe blow to her shoulder. Grunting with pain, she nonetheless managed a return blow that hit the minotaur’s chest, barely slowing as it slashed through the undead monster’s chest.
As the minotaur started falling, Ingrid dismissed her shield and lunged forward, her hand passing through the corpse’s body as if it was incorporeal. The minotaur continued falling, unhindered by Ingrid’s hand, and when it hit the floor, Ingrid was left holding a glowing, transparent form, indistinguishable from her now unmoving enemy.
“You have fought well, warrior,” Ingrid said in an oddly echoing voice. “Though compelled to battle against your own will, you have died in battle with a weapon in your hand. Come. A seat awaits you in the halls of the slain.”
Turning in a direction that shouldn’t have existed, Ingrid took a single step and vanished, leaving behind the dead minotaur, his body bereft of the green fog.
	Valkyrie
Tier 2
Level 1
0/30000
Valkyries are the messengers of Odin, sent to guide the souls of the honorably dead to the Halls of the Slain and lead them in the battles of Ragnarok.
Psychopomp: lead the souls of the dead to their proper afterlife, where they will be beyond the reach of both the terrestrial and the divine. All attacks count as light element and deal double damage when fighting the undead.
 



Kevin froze in shock at the defeat of his seemingly immortal companion, earning him a gash from the cat-kin’s daggers. The combination of rage and fear rendering him unable to speak coherently, he completely ignored the damage dealt by the phantasm, and instead stood and shot rapidly at Ed.
Ed, who used Kevin’s moment of shock to rank up one of his own Shards, raised his arm, and a shield identical to Ingrid’s materialized on it, blocking Kevin’s arrows effortlessly. Bracing his rifle on the edge of the shield, Ed shot at Kevin, his bullet turning into a solid beam of light that sliced through the archer’s body, leaving a hole that looked far too wide to have been made by a .308 round.
A flash of light heralded Ingrid’s return, as the newly minted Valkyrie, riding a winged, copper colored horse appeared in the air, perfectly aimed to swoop down on the undead knight, her lance blazing with an actinic, white light as it completely ignored the armored plate covering her target’s chest. Instead of slowing down, Ingrid went on flying, diving into the undisturbed ground, and Ed had just enough time to see her hand plunge into the falling knight’s chest and pulling out what must have been its soul before she faded away again, presumably on her way to Valhalla.
Ed chambered another round, firing another beam of light through the battered looking ghost, and then had to struggle to restrain his urge to grab its soul and send the dishonorable dead down into the depths of Nifleheim.
Kevin, having lost the use of his right arm to Ed’s shot, could see that the tides have turned against him, and struggled to get a small glass orb out of his pocket with his remaining hand. By the time he managed to throw the orb down to shatter on the ground, Ingrid had made two more trips, leaving him the sole remaining unliving member of his party, and was maybe an centimeter away from skewering him on her lance when the teleport took hold and yanked him out of the Labyrinth.




Epilogue

The remainder of the ride went smoothly with only the occasional group of undead slowing them down, and by the time the delvers reached the fort the besieging undead had already been defeated.
“So I get that you used your privilege as our summoner to rank Ing up,” Lucy said while riding next to Ed. “But where exactly did you get the ability to create shields out of nothing, and what was that you shot at Kevin?”
“I ranked up my Spinner class into something called ‘Phantasmal Nexus’, which lets me copy Shards used by my phantasms. I copied Ingrid’s Valkyrie, and since it’s based on her shieldbearer, it gave me the shield.”
“Ooh. That’s a nice class. You can just copy every one of our Shards?”
“One per level, and switching Shards has a cooldown. I’m a Valkyrie for the next twelve hours.”
“And here I thought Ingrid was the overpowered one.”
“I’ll have you know I most certainly am,” Ingrid answered from Ed’s other side, riding on her own, now winged, mount.
Approaching the fort, Ingrid raised her shield, flashing the House Bjørnson crest at the defenders, and the three flew over the walls, landing safely inside.
“This attack makes absolutely no sense,” a short, stocky dwarf was saying into a communicator when Ed dismounted and dismissed his cloud horse. “We never get monster waves so close together, and there weren’t enough people in the fort to incite the Labyrinth to it.”
“That’s because it wasn’t a random monster wave, Uncle.” Ingrid hugged the dwarf, and introduced him to Ed as her uncle Mathias, the Legion Summoner. “We ran into our old teammate, Kevin outside. I don’t know how they got here, but this was a Hermes attack.”
“That’s a very serious accusation, Ingrid,” Cathrine’s voice came from the communicator. “I’m willing to accept that this wasn’t a random attack, since you ran into a hostile delver, but we only have Kevin’s word that he’s working with Hermes.”
“Doesn’t matter,” Mathias cut her off. “If it’s a delver attack, we need to figure out how they got here. I’m willing to bet it had something to do with the previous undead attack. They must have had some high tier necromancer seed the Labyrinth with created undead, hoping they’ll stumble on something interesting and lead them to it, and their minions got caught up in the wave. But that still means they have a beacon somewhere, and we’ll need to find it.”
“That’s your job as our new arms master,” Cathrine answered. “And it doesn’t explain what my daughter and her armsmen are doing there, since they definitely didn’t come through the portal, and last I checked didn’t have access to this floor at all.”
“Questshard shenanigans, Mother. It dropped us into a task after we finished floor nine, and the task must have counted as floor ten, since we found ourselves here after we finished it.”
“You’ve got a Questshard and you didn’t say anything? You know how rare those are and how little information there is about them!”
“You may as well get back home, Ingrid,” Mathias turned off the communicator as Cathrine’s voice rose higher and higher. “She’ll want the full story, and I have a beacon to go and find.”
Cathrine shanghaied Ingrid as soon as the party went through the portal, leaving Ed and Lucy alone. Ed’s phone, which was left in Ingrid’s suite when the party entered the Labyrinth what felt like an eternity ago, was full of a host of text and voice messages from an irate and increasingly worried Katya, and after a long shower and a quick dinner, Ed left a sleeping Lucy behind and went to the Drunken Pug.
Katya sat quietly in a corner table when Ed walked into the common room, and said nothing while he told her everything that happened since they left the demon’s compound.
“…and that’s it. We used the portal to get back to the Arctology, and I saw your messages and came over. You were in the bazaar all the time?"
“Yes. I walked through door after killing demon, and found myself on stairway. When you did not join me, I tried going back but door was gone, and when I tried going to next floor I was alone in floor eleven, so I got back out as soon as possible.”
“I wonder why the Labyrinth did that,” Ed mused. “We think it was the Questshard that brought us to the fort in time to meet Kevin, but why didn’t it bring you too?”
“Is obvious, is it not? You have Questshard, so Labyrinth brought you to where it wanted you, and it brought your summons with you. And I am not one of them.”
“That makes sense, but it’s just speculation Katya. It might also be that you weren’t with us when Kevin betrayed us, so you weren’t part of whatever this was.”
“I do not care. I will not be left behind like this again, Ed.”
“Katya…”
“No. We will go up to my room, and you will give me cat-kin Shard. Or this was last delve we went to together. Is not up for debate.”
Faced with his companion’s determination, Ed finally agreed to Katya’s demand, and the two went up to her room together.


	Eduard Fergusson

	Race
	Celestial
	Class
	Phantasmal Spinner
	Shards
	2/3 (6)

	Strength
	6
	Dexterity
	7
	Wisdom
	6 + 2

	Constitution
	7
	Agility
	8
	Intelligence
	11 + 2

	HP
	20/20
	Mana
	76/76 (136)

	HP regen
	0.7/hour
	Mana regen
	26/hour

	
	Shard
	Level
	Essence

	The Luck of Sindbad
	2
	NA

	Numen (0)
	5
	Sealed

	Celestial (1)
	1
	0/5000

	Summoner (0)
                Chromatic Field (2)
	5
1
	Sealed
4900/10000

	Phantasmal Spinner   (1)
                         Barrier   (2)
	5
1
	Sealed
4900/10000

	Phantasmal Nexus (2)
	1
	0/30000

	Manaflow    (1)
	5
	Closed

	Stoneskin   (1)
	5
	Closed

	Conjure Phantasm (0)
	5
	Sealed

						


 
	Ingrid Bjørnson

	Race
	Hobgoblin
	Class
	Shieldmaiden
Lancer
	Shards
	3/2 (9)

	Strength
	18
	Dexterity
	7
	Wisdom
	6

	Constitution
	15
	Agility
	8
	Intelligence
	7

	HP
	76
	Mana
	20

	HP regen
	2.4/hour
	Mana regen
	7/hour

	Aura Breach (tier 1): essence gains reduced to 25%

	Shard
	Level
	Essence

	Living Phantasm
	NA
	Sealed

	Goblin (0)
	5
	Sealed

	Hobgoblin (1)
	4
	1765/20000

	Shieldbearer (0)
                         Endurance (2)
	5
2
	Sealed
11785/20000

	Shieldmaiden (1)
                          Stoneskin (2)
	5
2
	Sealed
10715/20000

	Spearman (0)
                           Sharpness (2)
	5
2
	Sealed
14215/20000

	Lancer (1)
                         Charge (1)
	4
5
	10325/12000
Closed

	Valkyrie (2)
	1
	0/30000

	Shield Bash (0)
	5
	Sealed

	Provoke (0)
	5
	Sealed

	Retaliate (1)
	5
	Sealed

	Armored Combat (0)
	5
	Sealed

						


 
	Lucy Bradshaw

	Race
	Solar Drake
	Class
	Sorcerer
Flameweaver
	Shards
	2/2 (6)

	Strength
	4
	Dexterity
	5
	Wisdom
	13

	Constitution
	5
	Agility
	6
	Intelligence
	15

	HP
	14/14
	Mana
	103/103

	HP regen
	0.5/hour
	Mana regen
	36/hour

	
	Shard
	Level
	Essence

	Living Phantasm
	NA
	Sealed

	Kobold (0)
	5
	Closed

	Solar Drake (1)
	1
	0/5000

	Sorcerer (0)
                       Mage Armor (2)              
	5
2
	Closed
5500/20000

	Elementalist (0)
                           Manaflow (2)
	5
2
	Sealed
10565/20000

	Flameweaver (1)
                          Fire Shield (2)
	5
2
	Closed
1415/10000

	Icebolt (0)
	5
	Sealed

	Firebolt (0)
	5
	Sealed

	Chromatic Storm (2)
	2
	18365/20000

						


 
	Phantasmal Kitsune Sorcerer

	Race
	Kitsune
	Class
	Sorcerer
	Shards
	2/2 (3)

	Strength
	1
	Dexterity
	3
	Wisdom
	3

	Constitution
	2
	Agility
	7
	Intelligence
	9

	HP
	5/5
	Mana
	63/63

	HP regen
	0.2/hour
	Mana regen
	27/hour

	
	Shard
	Level
	Essence

	Fox-kin (0)
	5
	Sealed

	Kitsune (1)
	2
	7800/10000

	Sorcerer (0)
                    Manaflow (1)
	5
5
	Closed
Closed

	Chromatic Storm (2)
	2
	3765/20000

	Acid Bolt (0)
	5
	Sealed

						


 
	Phantasmal Dvergr Stonehammer

	Race
	Dwarf
	Class
	Stonehammer
	Shards
	2/2 (4)

	Strength
	11
	Dexterity
	1
	Wisdom
	3

	Constitution
	9
	Agility
	2
	Intelligence
	3

	HP
	40/40
	Mana
	9/9

	HP regen
	1.2/hour
	Mana regen
	6/hour

	
	Shard
	Level
	Essence

	Dwarf (0)
	5
	Sealed

	Dvergr (1)
	2
	7500/10000

	Hammerman (0)
                                 Impact (2)
	5
2
	Sealed
5665/20000

	Stonehammer (1)
                     Endurance (1)
	4
4
	2015/12000
3800/4000

	Stoneskin (1)
	5
	Closed

	Armored Combat (0)
	5
	Sealed

						


 
	Phantasmal Cat-kin Daggerman

	Race
	Cat-kin
	Class
	Daggerman
	Shards
	2/2 (4)

	Strength
	4
	Dexterity
	7
	Wisdom
	2

	Constitution
	2
	Agility
	7
	Intelligence
	1

	HP
	8/8
	Mana
	4/4

	HP regen
	0.2/hour
	Mana regen
	1/hour

	
	Shard
	Level
	Essence

	Cat-kin (0)
	5
	Locked

	Daggerman (0)
                      Sharpness (2)
	5
2
	Locked
5665/20000

	Butcher (0)
	5
	Sealed

	Toxin (0)
	5
	Locked

	Trapper (1)
	3
	265/3000

	Stealth (1)
	4
	900/4000

						


 
	Phantasmal Naiad

	Race
	Naiad
	Class
	Cleric
	Shards
	2/2 (3)

	Strength
	1
	Dexterity
	3
	Wisdom
	9

	Constitution
	2
	Agility
	2
	Intelligence
	5

	HP
	5
	Mana
	26

	HP regen
	0.2/hour
	Mana regen
	7/hour

	
	Shard
	Level
	Essence

	Nymph (0)
	5
	Sealed

	Naiad (1)
	2
	2300/10000

	Cleric (0)
                    Manaflow (1)
	5
4
	Locked
1150/4000

	Cure Lesser Wounds (0)
	5
	Sealed

	Cleanse (2)
	4
	1800/4000

						


 
	Phantasmal Clockwork Archer

	Race
	Clockwork automaton
	Class
	Archer
	Shards
	2/2 (3)

	Strength
	5
	Dexterity
	8
	Wisdom
	1

	Constitution
	4
	Agility
	5
	Intelligence
	2

	HP
	13/13
	Mana
	6

	HP regen
	0.4/hour
	Mana regen
	2/hour

	
	Shard
	Level
	Essence

	Clockwork Automaton (0)
	5
	Locked

	Bowman (0)
                    Sharpness (2)
	5
1
	Sealed
7850/10000

	Archer (1)
                      Heartseeker (1)
	4
4
	850/12000
800/2000

	Pierce (0)
	5
	Sealed

	Manaflow (2)
	1
	7850/10000

						






Appendix: 

Shards

Shards
Skillshards, Classshards and Raceshards are usually referred to as Shards. Shards must be Sliced into a person's aura before their use. Skillshards grant an active or passive skill to the user, Classshards grant a class, which bestows stat bonuses, special abilities and extra Shard slots, and Raceshards physically change the user to a humanoid creature, giving stat bonuses and special abilities.
Most people can safely Slice up to 2 open shards, but some rare people are limited to one, or capable of Slicing up to 3, but a person can only have one race tree and one class tree, and will reject a second Classshard or Raceshard.
Shards drop from monsters in the Labyrinth, and are extremely rare before floor 5, becoming more common the higher a delver is in the Labyrinth.
Shard levels
Shards of any tier have 5 levels, and will always drop at level 1. A Raceshard, Classshard or passive Skillshard will absorb essence whenever the delver is involved in killing a monster, and an active Skillshard will absorb essence whenever it is used in fighting a monster. Utility Skillshards will absorb essence when used.
Impediment Shards have no known way to absorb essence other than direct application of alchemically extracted free essence.
A Skillshard will require 
essence to reach the next level, while a Classshard will require x3 essence and a Raceshard will require x5 essence.
Closed, locked and sealed Shards
When a Shard reaches level 5, it will no longer absorb essence, and will no longer count against a delver's Shard limit.
If a Shard can be ranked-up and the delver has a free Shard slot, it will become Closed when it reaches level 5.
If a Shard can be ranked-up but the delver is at their maximum number of Shards, it will become Locked instead of Closed. A Locked Shard can still be ranked-up, but will cause the delver to enter a state of breach.
	A Shard Sliced inside a Classshard's bonus slot will never become locked.





If a closed Shard has no possible rank-up option, it will become Sealed.
Tiers and rank-ups
A Shard's tier is a measure of its overall power. The lowest tier a Shard can have is 0, and Shards of as high as tier 6 have been recorded.
Classshards, Raceshards and some Skillshards can rank-up after reaching their maximum level, increasing in tier and power.
For Skillshards, the rank-up process is fairly simple. If the Shard has multiple tiers, it will become Closed when maxed, and can always be ranked-up to the next tier. Notable examples of Skillshards which can be ranked up are Manaflow and Endurance. If a Skillshard is ranked-up, it will change to a level 1 Shard of the next tier, and the delver will lose all benefits of the previous tier.
Classshards can be ranked-up in the same way as a Skillshard, but will retain all benefits of the lower tier. Alternatively, most Classshards can be ranked-up into sub-classes, assuming the delver can fulfill the subclass's requirements. In this case, the original Classshard becomes Sealed, and a new Shard is spawned within the delver's aura.
	For example, a tier 0 swordsman class, upon reaching level 5, can be ranked up into a tier 1 swordsman. If the delver has an agility-related Skillshard, like dodge or leap, they will have the option to rank-up into a fencer subclass.





Raceshards evolve when ranking up, becoming a stronger race within the same race tree when they reach tier 1, 3 or 6. The abilities granted by lower tiers are kept when the Shards ranks-up.
Breach
  A delver's
aura is formed from their personal essence. Whenever a Shard is Sliced directly into the aura, it creates a reservoir in the aura, into which the Shard can absorb essence from combat.
When a delver has too many reservoirs in their aura, the reservoirs start to interfere with the flow of essence through their aura, causing a state of breach.
The more extra Shards a delver has Sliced, the higher the stage of breach they are in. There are five stages of breach currently known.
	A first stage breach reduces the ability of a delver's Shards to absorb essence to 25% of the normal rate.


	A second stage breach reduces a delver's
mana recover to 10% of its normal rate.


	A third stage breach causes all bonuses from Raceshards to be lost


	A fourth stage breach causes all bonuses from Classshards to be lost


	A fifth stage breach causes the delver to lose access to all Skillshards. 




It is impossible to Slice Shards when in a stage 5 breach.




Raceshards
 
	Goblin
Tier 0
Level 5
Closed
These small, green humanoids are the weakest of the goblinoid races.
While nimble and quick, goblins are fairly stupid and lacking in strength.
+2 Agility
+3 Dexterity



 
	Hobgoblin
Tier 1
Level 4
0/10000
Larger cousins of the goblins, hobgoblins are human sized, and far stronger than their smaller kin.
+4 Strength
+4 Constitution



 
	Kobold
Tier 0
Level 5
Sealed
Said to be descended from the interbreeding of humans and dragons, kobolds tend to be extremely weak, physically, but have an affinity towards elemental magic
+3 Intelligence
+2 Wisdom
 



 
	Fox-kin
Tier 0
Level 5
0/500
A variety of beastkin known for their agility and intelligence, fox-kin appear as humans with a bushy tail and fox ears.
+3 Agility
+2 Intelligence



 
	Kitsune
Tier 1
Level 2
0/10000
Highly intelligent fox spirits with the ability to assume humanoid form, the kitsune are masters of enchantment and illusion.
Foxfire: Cover a target creature or item with illusory fire. The fire is visible even inside the cover of darkness spells. Creatures under the effects of foxfire gain 50% resistance to darkness magic.
Duration: 10 minutes
Cost: 5 mana/target
+2 Intelligence



 
	Dwarf
Tier 0
Level 4
500/2000
Short and stocky humanoids known for their love of battle, ale and gold.
+3 Constitution
+2 Strength



 
	Dvergr
Tier 1
Level 1
0/5000 essence
Dvergr were once maggots that formed on the body of Ymir the giant after he was killed by Odin, who transformed them into dwarves with an affinity to earth, crafting and wisdom.
Geomancy: control earth and stone in direct contact with the user. Volume and mass increase with level.
Cost: 5 mana/minute.
+2 Strength



 
	Cat-kin
Tier 0
Level 4
500/2000
A variety of beastkin known for their agility and dexterity, cat-kin appear as humans with a long tail, cat ears and claws.
+3 Agility
+2 Dexterity



 
	Nymph
Tier 0
Level 5
Sealed
Nature spirits connected to the elements of earth, wind and water, nymphs often bond with trees of water bodies to become dryads and naiads.
+3 Wisdom
+2 Intelligence



 
	Naiad
Tier 1
Level 2
0/10000
River spirits connected to the elements of earth, wind and water, Dryads draw power from the water around them.
+2 Intelligence
+2 wisdom



 
	Clockwork Automaton
Tier 0
Level 2
0/1000
essence
This artificial humanoid being is made from a bewildering array of cogs, flangs and pistons. The clockwork automaton excels at everything requiring exacting precision.
Clockwork precision: eliminates the luck factor from all precision based actions.
+1 dexterity
+1 Agility
+1 Strength
+1 Constitution



 
	Solar Drake
Tier 1
Level 1
0/5000
Solar drakes are a breed of lesser dragon. They are creatures of fire, and strongly aligned with the forces of light
Sunfire: all fire magic used by a solar drake is changed into sunfire, dealing fire or light damage according to the target’s vulnerabilities.
 



 
	Celestial
Tier 1
Level 1
0/5000
Mythological beings following the path of light. Generally considered to be beneficent towards Humanity.
Ignore the damage resistance granted by Mythological races.
+30% resistance to light and dark



 
	Numen
Tier 0
Level 5
Closed
The first step on the pathway of the Mythical, Numen have the power of the divine, and the potential to strive for the utter good of the celestial, or the utter evil of the infernal
Faith: The Mythical draw their power from the belief of mortals. +1 stat point per follower.
2/2 stat points available.
10% resistance to earth
10% resistance to water
10% resistance to fire
10% resistance to air
 



Classshards
 
	Spearman
Tier 0
Level 5
Sealed
A variant on the Fighter class, Spearmen are trained in the use of spears and pikes.
+2 Strength
Gives basic knowledge and muscle memory needed to use spears and pikes.
+1 Shard slot, useable for a melee Skillshard that can be used with a spear.
+10% to all polearm damage



 
	Lancer
Tier 1
Level 5
Closed
A formidable front line combatant, the lancer is a heavily armored fighter trained in the use of all pole weapons. 
Gives expert knowledge and muscle memory needed to use all polearms.
+4 strength
+1 Shard slot, useable for a melee Skillshard that can be used with a polearm.
+10% to all polearm damage
-10% to all physical damage when wearing armor



 
	Shieldbearer
Tier 0
Level 5
Sealed
A variant of the warrior class, Shieldbearers are trained in the use of shields.
Gives basic knowledge and muscle memory needed to properly use shields
+1 Constitution
+1 Strength
+1 Shard slot, useable for defensive abilities.
-10% to physical and magical damage taken.



 
	Shieldmaiden
Tier 1
Level 5
Closed
Female warriors highly trained in the usage of shields and defensive tactics, dedicated to the protection of their teammates
Gives expert knowledge and muscle memory needed to properly use shields
+2 Constitution
+2 Strength
-40% to physical and magical damage taken when protecting others.
+1 Shard slot, useable for defensive abilities.
 



 
	Legion
Tier 6
Level 2
As the amount and power of a summoner's minions grow, it is no longer possible to directly control them all, and chaos in the battlefield grows. The legion has learned to appoint legati, officers to command the other summons and forge them into a coherent force.
+7 Intelligence
Permanently designate one summon as legatus. That summon will command the others in battle.




 
	Summoner
Tier 0
Level 5
Sealed
The summoner specializes in summoning and empowering both called and conjured allies.
+2 Intelligence
Store Pattern – When unsummoning, lets the summoner to store the summoned creature in his aura, letting it be recalled without spending more mana
+1 Shard slot, useable for buff Skillshards
Aura Channel – all buff Skillshards can be shared with one summon per level, but cost double to use. Summoner can spend mana to heal summoned creatures



 
	Phantasmal Spinner
Tier 1
Level 5
Sealed
The phantasmal spinner is a summoner who has learned to bind living humans into his conjured phantasms, giving them power in exchange for their service.
Phantasmal Shard – Distill one of your phantasms into a Shard, which can then be Sliced into any human target, turning them into a Living Phantasm. Limit of 1 Living Phantasm per level
+2 Intelligence
+2 Wisdom
+1 Shard slot, useable for buff Skillshards
Eternal Phantasm – Revive a fallen Living Phantasm. Mana cost depends on the target’s total essence, and can be accumulated over time.



 
	Sorcerer
Tier 0
Level 5
Closed
The sorcerer channels the innate arcane ability of a person into feats of magical power. The more innately magical the wielder, the stronger the sorcerer becomes.
+50% to maximum mana and mana regeneration
+1 Wisdom
+1 Intelligence
+1 Shard slot, useable for magical abilities.
All magical effects 10% stronger
 



 
	Elementalist
Tier 0
Level 5
Sealed
Elementalists are magic users who specialize in wielding the four basic elements. Earth, water, wind and fire all bend to their will.
+10% to elemental spell damage
+1 Wisdom
+1 Intelligence
+1 Shard slot, useable for magical abilities.
Can change any elemental spell to a different element, at a 25% increase in mana cost.
 



 
	Flameweaver
Tier 1
Level 4
/12000
Elementalists who specialize in the fire element, the flameweaver specializes in destructive combat magics.
+40% to all fire damage
+2 Intelligence
+2 Wisdom
+1 Shard slot useable for a fire element Skillshard
-25% mana cost to all fire spells



 
	Hammerman
Tier 0
Level 5
Closed
A variant on the Fighter class, Hammerman are trained in the use of hammers and mauls.
+2 Strength
Gives basic knowledge and muscle memory needed to use hammers and mauls.
+1 Shard slot, useable for a melee Skillshard that can be used with a hammer.
+10% to all hammer and maul damage



 
	Stonehammer
Tier 1
Level 4
Closed
Unique to the dwarven races, the Stonehammer is gifted in earth magic and an expert in wielding a hammer
+2 Strength
+2 Constitution
Gives expert knowledge and muscle memory needed to use hammers and mauls.
+1 Shard slot, useable for earth element or melee Shards
 



 
	Daggerman
Tier 0
Level 5
Closed
A variant on the Fighter class, Daggerman are trained in the use of daggers and knives.
+2 Dexterity
Gives basic knowledge and muscle memory needed to use daggers and knives.
+1 Shard slot, useable for a melee Skillshard that can be used with a dagger.
+10% to all dagger and knife damage



 
	Cleric
Tier 0
Level 5
Closed
Some think that clerics channel the power of the gods, or of the Labyrinth itself. Others see it as just another magic using class specializing in healing and buffs.
+2 Wisdom
All healing spells can be cast at a range of up to 4 meters.
+1 Shard slot, useable for a magic related Skillshard.
+10% to all healing spells.



 
	Bowman
Tier 0
Level 5
Sealed
A variant on the Fighter class, Bowman are trained in the use of bows and crossbows.
+2 Dexterity
Gives basic knowledge and muscle memory needed to use bows and crossbows.
+1 Shard slot, useable for a melee Skillshard that can be used with a bow.
+10% damage from bows and crossbows
 



 
	Archer
Tier 1
Level 1
/3000
Bowmen trained in precision shooting, archers prefer the use of longbows over other missile weapons.
+2 Dexterity
+2 Strength
Gives expert knowledge and muscle memory needed to use bows and crossbows.
+1 Shard slot useable for any archery Shard
 



 
	Valkyrie
Tier 2
Level 1
0/30000
Valkyries are the messengers of Odin, sent to guide the souls of the honorably dead to the Halls of the Slain and lead them in the battles of Ragnarok.
Psychopomp: lead the souls of the dead to their proper afterlife, where they will be beyond the reach of both the terrestrial and the divine. All attacks count as light element and deal double damage when fighting the undead.
 



Skillshards
 
	Barrier
Tier 0
Level 2
0/200
Creates a barrier around the target that absorbs damage. Can absorb a maximum damage equal to the double caster's int per tier, and regens at a rate of 2 per second per tier
-5 maximum mana when active (tier 0)
-15 maximum mana when active (tier 1)



 
	Chromatic Field
Tier 0
Level 5
Closed
Adds an elemental damage component to all attacks.
Special
Chromatic Advantage: Chromatic Field can deal fire, water, air or earth damage, and will always deal the type of damage most harmful to its targets.
+1-5 lightning damage per level per tier
-5 maximum mana when active (tier 0)
-15 maximum mana when active (tier 1)



 
	Conjure Phantasm
Tier 0
Level 5
Sealed
Creates constructs made of pure mana to serve the user. One construct can be created per skill level.
Available phantasms
Phantasmal Worker       10 mana
Phantasmal Fox-kin        10 mana
Phantasmal Dwarf          15 mana
Phantasmal Cat-kin        15 mana
Phantasmal Nymph         10 mana
Phantasmal Clockwork Archer 15 mana
Living Phantasms
Ingrid Bjørnson
Lucy Bradshaw
 



 
	Manaflow
Tier 1
Level 5
Locked
Passive skill
Increase maximum mana and mana regeneration by 10% per tier per level.
100%



 
	Stoneskin
Tier 1
Level 2
/2000
Passive
Decrease physical and magical damage by 1% per tier per level
4%



 
	Charge
Tier 1
Level 2
/20000
Passive
Increase damage by 40% when charging from the back of a mount.



 
	Sharpness
Tier 2
Level 1
/10000 essence
Passive skill
+1 damage to all slashing and piercing attacks per tier per level
+3



 
	Armored Combat
Tier 0
Level 5
Sealed
Passive skill
Decreases the movement penalty of armor by five tiers



 
	Stagger
Tier 0
Level 5
Sealed
Strike an enemy with a blunt weapon for extra damage and stun it for 5 seconds
Mana cost: 5



 
	Shield Bash
Tier 0
Level 5
Sealed
Strike an enemy with your shield to deliver strength based damage and stun it for 5 seconds
Mana cost: 5



 
	Endurance
Tier 2
Level 1
/10000
Passive skill
Increase maximum HP and HP regeneration by 10% per tier per level
30%



 
	Provoke
Tier 0
Level 5
Sealed
Shout at all enemies within 3 meters, forcing them to attack you for one minute.
Mana cost: 5



 
	Retaliate
Tier 1
Level 5
Sealed
Add 50% of all damage taken for the past 5 seconds to the damage of your next attack
Mana cost: 10



 
	Icebolt
Tier 0
Level 5
Sealed
Shoots a bolt of ice at a single enemy within 10 meters of the caster, dealing 3-8 damage.
Can fire up to 3 bolts per cast
Mana cost: 2/bolt



 
	Firebolt
Tier 0
Level 5
Sealed
Shoots a bolt of fire at a single enemy within 10 meters of the caster, dealing 3-8 damage.
Can spend up to 2 extra mana for 3-8 extra damage per point
Mana cost: 2



 
	Fire Shield
Tier 1
Level 5
Sealed
Covers the caster in a layer of nearly invisible flames, which reduce fire damage by 75% and deals 10-20 fire damage to melee attackers hitting the caster.
Duration: 5 minutes
Mana cost: 20



 
	Chromatic Storm
Tier 2
Level 1
Essence 100/10,000
Summons a storm of elemental magic over a circular area with a diameter of three meters.
Everything inside the storm takes 1-6 damage every second.
Special
Chromatic Advantage: Chromatic Storm can deal fire, water, air or earth damage, and will always deal the type of damage most harmful to its targets.
Mana cost: 20 + 1/second
 



 
	Mage Armor
Tier 1
Level 4
/4000
Hardens the air around the caster to weaken attacks.
-2 damage from all physical attacks per tier per level
-5 to maximum mana when active per level



 
	Acid bolt
Tier 0
Level 5
Sealed
Shoots a bolt of acid at a single enemy within 10 meters of the caster, dealing 3-8 damage on impact, and splatters the target for 3-8 damage every 5 seconds for 10 seconds..
Mana cost: 2/bolt



 
	Impact
Tier 2
Level 1
/10000 essence
Passive skill
+1 damage to all crushing attacks per tier per level
+3



 
	Bucher
Tier 0
Level 1
40/100 essence
Grants the knowledge and muscle memory needed to butcher corpses and extract valuable organs and meat.



 
	Toxin
Tier 0
Level 5
Closed
Passive
All weapon attacks apply a poison to the target.
Poison does 5HP/minute for ten minutes.



 
	Trapper
Tier 1
Level 2
/2000 Essence
Allows the building of tier 1 traps.
Chance to discover tier 1 traps
Chance to disarm tier 1 traps
Automatically discovers tier 0 traps
Always disarms tier 0 traps
 



 
	Cure Lesser Wounds
Tier 0
Level 5
Sealed
Your touch heals 5-10 damage to any target.
Mana cost: 2



 
	Cleanse
Tier1
Level 4
/4000 essence
Clease all tier 1 or lower poisons and diseases.



 
	Pierce
Tier 0
Level 5
Closed
Piercing attacks ignore 20% of the enemy's armor
Mana cost: 1/attack



 
	Heartseeker
Tier 0
Level 1
0/100 essence
Passive skill
Increase damage of critical hits by 10% per level per tier



 
	Stealth
Tier 0
Level 1
0/100 essence
Stealth is the skill needed to hide in plain sight and move without making a sound.
Higher levels of the skill decrease the chance of being revealed.
Cannot hide from any sense-type Shard of tier 0 and above
Stealth is broken when the user attacks or uses any other active skill.



 
	Potency
Tier 2
Level 5
Locked
Increase the potency of one alchemical product by 300%. The effect lasts for one minute.
Mana cost: 50
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