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    Synopsis 
 
    Just when he thought they could relax, a new threat raises its head to threaten Thunderbird’s Roost. Vol must learn more about those that have attacked his Town, but one thing is clear. If those that attacked the walls were just the fodder, than they are outclassed. Can Vol and his friends build their own strength and find the source of the attack on their home? Join them as they find new friends, negotiate with royalty, and fight for their lives against all odds. 
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Prologue 
 
      
 
    There is a crick in my neck from laying in an odd position for a long time. My back is all sorts of messed up too. Slowly opening my eyes, I’m greeted with a confusing sight. A drab gray carpet is the landscape, leading up to a brown couch. The scene is familiar to me but foreign because of the angle. It also feels like it has been a very long time since I’ve seen these items. Something is pressing against my head and very uncomfortable. I try to reach up and find the source but it’s hard to move my right arm.  
 
    Pins and needles explode along the arm as it flops free from underneath me. Lying on my right side caused it to fall asleep and it’s hard to control as the feeling starts to come back. Using my left hand, I feel my head. Plastic meets the fingers and a moment of feeling around tells me the item is a VR helmet. Pulled back to reveal my eyes and sitting at an angle, it’s causing my neck pain because of the angle my head sits at. I yanked the device off and roll onto my back with a groan that is part pain and part relief. 
 
    A familiar popcorn ceiling meets my eyes as I get comfortable. Something isn’t right. It feels like I’m not supposed to be here. I check out the room and it looks exactly how it should. The couch and TV are in the same place, the carpet is still the same horrible color and walls the off white they always were. Still reeling from a crazy dream that I had last night, the feeling persists. The memories of the dream are obscured but I remember being part of a large battle in a fantastical world. All the details are blurry though.  
 
    Turning my head to the little end table from IKEA next to the couch I reach out for my cell phone. Using my right hand causes the pins and needles to flare up again, but the circulation is returning, and the sensation passes quickly. Pulling down the smartphone I unlock it and check the time. 5:30 AM on Saturday. I must have passed out or something while playing U.F.O. last night. I don’t remember what happened when I was playing last night.  
 
    Also, on the phone, I could see a number of missed calls and text messages left from last night. Flipping through a few of them I see they are all from my guild mates. They were all worried messages about what happened to me at first. Then they are worried because I didn’t respond. Sitting up, I move over to lean my back against the couch. After taking a moment to let my head settle, I push myself up onto it. 
 
    Sitting there I can only feel the bottom drop out of my heart. I don’t know why, but I can’t help it that there seems to be something important I’m missing. Something else tickles the back of my mind. I’m meant for more than this. My life of fixing people’s cable TV and internet felt so drab and gray, like living death. The feelings are all out of place though, they have no origin or reason that I can pinpoint.  
 
    There is a knock on my door as I gain my bearings. Who could be knocking on my door at this time in the morning? Really, who would come to my door at all. It has been quite a while since anyone beside me was in this apartment. I get up and walk to the door. About the only thing nice about the place is the door. It’s a solid piece of hardwood stained a dark chocolate color.  
 
    When I stick my eye to the peephole, I can see the door across from my apartment, but no one is there. I wait a moment to see if anyone comes into view then back away. Shaking my head at the oddity, I turned around to go back to the couch. Only one step later another knock comes at my door. What the hell! It’s way too early to be dealing with some jerk that is playing a prank on a random stranger. 
 
    Back at the door, there is still no one visible through the peephole. Expecting another knock when I start to leave the door again, I twist the bolt lock, and then the handle. Sticking my head out of the open door to see who is annoying me I find nothing. Whoever it was must be gone now. Probably ran off after hearing the bolt turn. Whatever. The door shuts with a click as I pull my head back inside, but something feels off all of the sudden.  
 
    Turning away from the door, there he is. A deathly pale man is standing in the middle of the living room. He’s dressed like he’s going to a renaissance fare or something, with homespun clothes and leather armor covering his chest. The armor is scorched and burned all over in a strange pattern. The black marks branch off in odd directions from a central burn. The jagged, random twisting marks remind me of pictures I saw online when I was in eighth grade.  
 
    I was making a report for school about lightning. I looked up pictures of people who had been hit by lightning and the burns it left behind. They were all twisting and puckered scar tissue that spread over the victims’ bodies. Just like this guy, except these aren’t scars. This guy has blackened jags of flesh on the arms starting from where the burns on the leather armor end. The blackened skin is cracked, but there is no blood seeping from the raw meat colored interior.  
 
    Looking at this man that should, and may be, dead, a memory stirs. Like something from a forgotten dream, I remember this man running from me as I fly after. It must be a dream since I was flying, right? Through a field of tall grass, I follow from above before raining death upon him. He stood no chance against the magic called down on him and fell over. Breaking me from the strange memory, the intruder takes a step in my direction, but not in a threatening way. As if pleading to me he holds his open, burned hands out to the side and utters a single word in a scratchy voice. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Bolting upright in bed, a sense of panic is crushing me. My breathing is quick and shallow, my heart racing. Looking around to get my bearings I see Gem staring back from the door with concern. On the bed with me are Thia, Azzaria, and Timbre. Thia has already sat up beside me, sending comforting thoughts through our bond. I can feel her concern and the desire to ask me what is wrong, but she is holding off so I can get my bearings. As everything becomes clear to me, I realize I must have fallen asleep after selecting my new class.  
 
    Turning back to Gem, “How long have we been out?” 
 
    “Not long Vol, maybe half an hour.”  
 
    What a horrible dream. Dream logic what it is, this life, real life felt like the dream. I’m a little concerned now that I’m dreaming now, but the gnarly hangover would indicate otherwise. In my mind I relate the rapidly fading experience of my dream to Thia. I get back an acknowledgement to my revulsion. The emotion she sends back is a mimic of my own that bled through as I related everything. Next, she sends through a concept of comfort; everything is right in the world.  
 
    Time to get up now. We need to go down to speak with the people shortly. Dusk will be here soon and that’s when I plan to perform the ceremony for our dead. Hoping that Azzaria and Timbre are finished with whatever they have to do, I reach out a hand to each. When my hand cups Azzaria’s cheek she blinks her eyes open as she starts coming to. Touching Timbre with the other hand just causes her to turn her head to the side and lick my hand before snuggling into the bed again. As Azzaria is getting up I lean closer to Timbre and whisper into her furry ear. “Wake up love. We have things to do.” 
 
    Leaning back again makes it possible to see the twitching of her wolf-like ear and the flutter of one eye. When it’s fully open, I look into the sky-blue orb that resembles ice but conveys such warmth upon seeing me. “Everyone get what they needed done?” Breaking eye contact with my beautiful direwolf mate I see the others all nodding their agreement. “Good, let’s head down and meet up with the council. Then we can see to our fallen. Just give me a moment.” 
 
    Walking into the bathroom I look into the mirror and see the new me. My violet colored eyes stare back at me with intensity unseen in my past appearance. Hair is getting long both on top of me head and on my face. Taking a moment, I shave the scruffy beard down to something more presentable and leave the small room. As I’m walking down the hall behind the three women who have wedged themselves into my heart, I’m relieved they all made it through our most recent conflict.  
 
    Each one is unique and fills a different role in our party, in our lives. Azzaria is fierce and confident with a mischievous streak. Timbre is the strong, silent type. She doesn’t say much but is affectionate and extremely protective of her packmates. Life would definitely be poorer for her absence. And then there is Thia. Sophisticated to the point that others are often surprised by her eloquent speech, and far beyond loyal. More like absolutely dedicated. Of course, they are all amazingly hot, which explains my failure to keep my gaze off their behinds.  
 
    “Are you staring at our butts?” It’s Azzaria who is looking over her shoulder that caught me. Her smile doesn’t indicate an issue with it though. “What was it you said before? One of the benefits of chivalry or some such?” 
 
    I get a good chuckle out of the reminder from our first day together. “Something like that.” My good mood sours from the impending responsibility shortly after the exchange.  
 
    She catches the change and slows a little. Next to me, she takes my hand in her own, giving it a reassuring squeeze. “It’s okay Vol. You’ve done everything you could for the people here. It is sad, but we could have lost many more if you hadn’t been with us and done so much to protect everyone. You didn’t create this threat.” 
 
    Her words are soothing, but it still doesn’t completely quell the guilt I can feel deep down. It’s a funny thing, guilt. We feel it for things we did and things we can’t change. Maybe it’s just meant to be a reminder of how to improve in our lives. Speaking of improvement, I still have a lot of TP to distribute into my new subclass. I can feel the excitement well up within me, but it never surfaces, smothered by the solemn mood that feels like it’s pressing down on the whole town.  
 
    As we reach the end of the stairway that leads into the main hall, I put my talents out of my head. It seems prudent to come back to it when there aren’t such pressing matters that need attending to. Entering the main hall reveals the elders’ council, sitting at the large table in the middle. They were involved in a heated discussion until we entered but go silent when they see us. It sounded like they were worried about whether or not another attack should be expected.  
 
    All the elders survived the attack, which I’m thankful for. I even saw most of them helping on the wall during the attack. I don’t know what I would do if they weren’t around to handle most of the day to day happenings of the town. I may chime in and even overrule them on some of the bigger things, but they are the ones that handle the little stuff. Things like conflict resolution between citizens and zoning requests. Honestly, I only know a small amount of what they do, I just know they keep this place running and shield me from unnecessary annoyances.  
 
     Grondar is already standing and places a fist over his heart in a respectful salute. Dolan stands along with everyone else as we approach. Coming forward to embrace Azzaria he’s joined by his wife Hildre. “It’s good ta be seeing ya after that scuffle.” He gives me a slap on the shoulder after embracing his adoptive daughter. Hildre comes up behind him and hugs the four of us.  
 
    All around the table are respectful nods from the rest of the council. The only others I can see in the room are a pair of guards over by the door, so I turn back to the council. “Sounded like you were discussing our options for what comes next.” 
 
    Grim looks meet my gaze and Grondar steps forward to apprise me of the discussion. “It’s obvious to everyone that we have a problem with vampires in the forest. The presence of their thralls indicates that they were testing us, to see what weaknesses could be found. I’m only glad that we left Efftin when we did, or we could have been their thralls instead. We don’t know where they are coming from exactly but it’s a safe bet that other villages in the forest are at risk. The council is going to send messages to the other villages we know of, but the message to be sent is in controversy.” 
 
    Sounds like a good idea, but why is the message a sticking point? “What’s the hold up about the message?”  
 
    Dolan takes over the explanation from here. “It be about what ta reveal in it. Mainly it be whether ta invite others ta come ‘ere and reveal our location. There be a bit of concern about tellin’ them who be leading us here.”  
 
    That makes sense. The more people that know where we are, the more likely it is for our location to get out to the wrong people. And people might be reluctant to seek refuge in a place run by a human. On the other hand, this is about people’s lives. Not offering sanctuary to the other villages might result in a lot more deaths. “Tell them our location and offer sanctuary. Leave me out of the message for now. Better that they see how well we are doing here before judging me for being human. We can address any issues as they come.”  
 
    Grondar puts a fist too heart once more. “I will send them first thing in the morning.” 
 
    “Good,” is my reply. Then I turn to everyone else in the room. “Let’s head down to the orchard.” Without another word we leave the mushroom lit halls of the keep through the front gate.  
 
    On the walk down, the council members informed me that we lost a total of eight people. I’m pretty surprised by this, but the advantage the wall gave use made a huge difference. Most of our people killed were thanks to the heavy hitters gaining the wall where I fought them. A list of names for the fallen is also provided to me during our short trek. When we near the spot where the bodies were taken a crowd can be seen. There are so many people that I wouldn’t be surprised if the whole town was here.  
 
    The crowd parts as we approach, revealing eight bodies covered in white sheets laying side by side. They are near the channel I created to water the fields about midway through the orchard. Standing before them I look across the water to the cliff face and get an idea. With conversations throughout my time on this world I discovered that cremation was a common method shared by my people. I guess with necromancers and monsters that can control the bodies of the dead most folks prefer not to leave a body around. 
 
    Putting my plan into action, I flood a magic circle in my hand with mana and start my Shape Earth spell. With this spell an alcove is created in the wall. It’s about ten feet deep and a dozen or so wide within and arch. On the back wall I created a little artwork using all my concentration for the details of a double door. It isn’t functional, only solid rock lies beyond, but I thought it was good symbolism. A doorway to pass from one life to the next.  
 
    The last thing to be created is a small bridge, big enough for two people to pass by each other, that arcs over the canal to the center of the alcove. Nearby guards are then instructed to carry the bodies across to the alcove and lay them out respectfully. There is some murmuring from the crowd but mainly it is just speculation as to what I’m doing. After the last person is laid out and the guards retreat, I cross over to the new alcove in the cliff myself.  
 
    With my new increases to INT and WIS it’s easy to remember all 8 names for those that are laid out and I start the next part of my plan. Removing a chunk of crystal from my Dimensional Storage I step to the wall beside the alcove on the narrow ledge. With Shape Earth I carve out the names for the first four people on my list, Jaime Sanderson, Maude Floren, Arzik Tomerin, and Leer Bentwing. Raising up the crystal I focus on my profession. Not having any other light spell to work with I use Wisp and focus on light with no heat. The liquefying crystal is combined with my spell and my will before being directed into the names carved into the sheer cliff face.  
 
    Upon opening my eyes I’m treated to crystal lettering lit by a shifting orange glow from within. It was far more elegant than I thought I could do and created a sort of reverent quality to it all. Moving to the other side of the alcove I did the same with the last four names on the list. Soon, Sirus Maltok, Preet Loranca, Garig Flintspark, and Hestus Songleaf were twinkling away in the stone, forever immortalized with the others.  
 
    There is a silence from the crowd now. When I turn around, they are all looking at me with solemn awe written on their faces. Stepping back across the little bridge I stand before them. “Today is a sad one. We lost good people in the defense of our home to an enemy we didn’t know existed. Those eight people, those eight heroes, died to protect the lives we have built here.” Pausing to look at individual faces in the gathering of citizens I make eye contact with as many as I can.  
 
    “I am exceedingly proud to be a part of this community and to have fought beside such brave individuals as are being laid to rest behind me. Though our enemies will likely return, we shall be ready.” As the heat of the moment and the anger of this day combine together my voice rises in volume. “When they arrive at the walls of Thunderbird’s Roost, they will find us, only stronger. We will make them regret ever drawing arms against us. Then we shall root out this threat and crush it at the source.” 
 
    As my voice rises in volume at the end of my little impromptu speech, I raise a fist in the air. Always wanted to do that. I wasn’t disappointed at the response either. Fists all over the crowd were raised and people were calling out in support. Derl and his family were in the front row, where I could see them when he raises a fist of his own and calls out “For Thunderbird's Roost.” This was taken up by others and soon many were chanting the name of our town. I have a fleeting thought that maybe I should have chosen a shorter name but discard it soon after.  
 
    The support of the people that call my town home can practically be felt on my back as I turn to the cliff again. Lifting both hands and stretching them in front of me I concentrate on fire. The improvements made recently allow me to better control spells I cast. Using this, I focus on my Flame Wave spell. I would prefer to have Dragon Breath for this but am still not able to learn it from the book in my storage. Instead, I focus on casting what I can do through both hands.  
 
    The spell circles form in the palms of my extended hands where I overcharge them to the point it is actually a little dangerous to hold because of the risk for backlash. Then, a super-heated wall of fire manifests in front of me. Using the control gained over my own magic I set it to move forward at as slow a pace as possible. The wall of flame that comes into existence is the same size as the alcove and crawls forward over the canal. Water in the canal below can be heard hissing and boiling a little without even being touched by the spell itself.  
 
    Another overcharged Flame wave is soon on its way followed by a third. The three slow moving fire walls are all cast before the first one contacts the bodies of our fallen. Everyone watches as fire fills the alcove and each spell builds on the previous as the conflagration reduces the eight bodies within to ash. Relieved that those three spells were enough to finish the job, I stand there before the crowd as the heat in the alcove slowly dies down. Loved ones already said goodbyes and the show was over, so people started to disperse. A practical people, my citizens.  
 
    All that is left is the cleanup. Focusing on Shape Earth again, I form the spell circle in my hand and create a shift in the floor of the crematorium. The stone slides forward and rolls at the end, creating a conveyor belt. The ash leftover is all sent into the aqueduct where the remains can be carried downriver. By the time I’m done staring at the place I built to honor the dead there are only a few people remaining. The council is all there along with my girls, Gem, and the rogue twins Deryl and Ian. Even with my small nap earlier I’m exhausted and just want this day to end. 
 
    As I look to the others, Ian steps forward. “Vol, many people will be heading back to the inns to tell stories about the deceased and to share drinks in celebration of our survival. I would like to invite you to join everyone.” 
 
    Sounds kind of like a wake and a post battle victory party rolled into one. What is a little battle fatigue when there is an opportunity to bond with my people and celebrate our victory? Waving my hand in a vague gesture, I say, “Lead the way.” Ian starts off and we follow to another night that most of us won’t remember very well. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    A pounding headache is the welcome I get to consciousness in the morning. Obviously, I drank too much, but so did everyone else. It isn’t as bad as the time Azzaria was messing with my drinks though. The memory of what happened last night was a little fuzzy and there are a few parts that escape me, but I do remember most of the night. No one is on top of me this morning, which is kind of nice, but a little worrying at first. Slowly getting to an upright position to coddle my aching brain, the rest of the room comes into focus. Azzaria and Thia are to my left on the bed, cuddling. On my right is Timbre…...and Gem.  
 
    My mind goes into overdrive trying to figure out how this happened, what it is that happened. Sluggish in its response, brain finally coughs up the information. A sigh can be heard throughout the room. Nothing happened. Everyone is still wearing their clothes and memory tells me that everyone was just too tired to do anything. Gem actually passed out as we were walking up the stairs to this floor and we had to carry her. Well, Timbre carried her.  
 
    Even in Timbre’s drunken state, her superior STR allowed her to easily manhandle the lamia up the rest of the stairs and to our room. She still forgot what room to put her in and just followed us all into ours. Thinking about the memory, it was still it was still a bit funny. When she laid Gem on the bed everyone looked at her and she just shrugged, saying “I forgot where to put her.” Azzaria and I laughed but Thia was already getting into bed, too tired and inebriated to care. It wasn’t long before all of us were fast asleep. 
 
    Coming back to the present I look outside. The sun is barely up. Early as it is, I don’t want to wake everyone, so I gently slither out of the covers and off the foot of the bed. My Enchanting profession has been neglected for too long. Though I have been using it, practice has been infrequent. It would be nice to do a little before the rest of my group awakens this morning. The problem is that I don’t have any materials to enchant and my headache is sure to make concentrating for very long impossible.  
 
    Wait a second. Magic. A hangover isn’t something to be suffered for long in a world of magic if you know the right people. I do, in fact, but I don’t want to wake them either. Looking in the corner of my vision the HP and MP bars appear along with my status effects. Just as I had expected, there was one about being mildly poisoned by myself. Can’t dispute that, but I do want to fix it. Time magic doesn’t have anything for me to remove status effects yet, if it ever will, so I am down to Life magic. This is what I was afraid of.  
 
    Yesterday, I gained my second subclass and now I can access all the magic types in the Divine Realm. Good news now that I want to use a Life type magic spell. Bad news since my head is about to crack open and I haven’t learned any Life spells yet. Level 5 is where my Life magic needs to be in order to learn the Cure spell that should help me. Where was I? Level 1, of course. 
 
    What really worries me is the process of learning what I need to in the first place. Better suck it up and just get it over with. Taking a seat on the sofa in the living room of the master suite I then pull out a spellbook from my storage. At this point, I need to gain four levels in Life magic. The two options I have at this level are Roots and Lesser Heal. Roots will probably offer a less painful way to level up Life magic, but I don’t doubt that I will need a little healing very soon.  
 
    The cover of the spellbook is a deep green that reminds me of healthy leaves. The glowing symbol on the front kind of resembles a tree if you squint a little. Not wasting any more time for fear of losing my nerve I open the book. The light that emanates from the interior is uncomfortable to my sensitive eyes. That is soon forgotten as a different, more urgent, pain surfaces. The information transferring into my mind is causing pressure to build. 
 
    Normally, the pressure is manageable, and I can learn multiple spells with little issue, but that is on a good day. While I’m suffering from the aftereffects of drinking late into the night, my brain is wracked with pain. It is a deep throbbing that permeates my being and threatens my sanity. It’s only because I was braced for something like this that I don’t immediately pass out. The pages on the book flip through and the spell continues to upload itself.  
 
    Exhaustion combined with the strain from fighting the closing darkness at the edge of my vision bombards my head. Just as I’m about done and unable to persist, the back-cover closes over the book, and the light fades. I nearly passed out again with relief as the pain stops increasing and starts to lessen, the spell learned. Sitting there, breathing heavily as the pain recedes, I have second thoughts about the wisdom of my recent decisions. What’s done is done, so I gather my scattered wits and take a few calming breaths.  
 
    Double checking my success, there it is in the grimoire section of my status. The description says it will heal a person for a small amount. No cooldown on the spell, which is always nice, and it has a range of 30 feet. As a Level 1 spell it is also rather cheap, costing only 10 MP per cast. All of this is subject to change based on the caster’s stats of course. I have noticed that the grimoire only lists the base information of a spell before it’s modified by anything else.  
 
    No time like the present to get started. Focusing on the new spell information that was placed in my head I start forming the new spell. I have plenty to learn in the new types of magic that are now unlocked, but that is better left to a time when unconsciousness doesn’t threaten with every action. Casting it on yourself is a little different than casting an outward directed spell. I noticed this before when I was paying attention as I cast Magic Armor.  
 
    The spell circle forms in my chest as I feed it mana. My headache ramps up a little at the use of mana but not seriously. Upon release of the spell there is a warm comfortable feeling. It feels just like when Azzaria uses the spell on me and spreads throughout my body from the center. As the sensation reaches my head, I can feel it helping my discomfort. There is something else I can glean from the experience as well. My body needs water and the spell I cast would work even better if I had water in me to assist the recovery process. 
 
    Thinking that I’m rather dense at this revelation, a canteen of water is quickly removed from storage and gulped down. Lesser heal washes over me again within seconds. Sweet, sweet relief. This method isn’t a cure for the hangover, but it is an improvement that helps me get started on the real solution. Next is a little practice. Casting it on myself a few more times the limit of what it can do for me is reached. The headache is still there but it is weak and muted. My intense concentration during my unfortunate state even gains me a couple levels in my Life magic. 
 
    Life magic now at Level 3 provides another option. I could try and learn roots now, but it only requires Level 1 in Life magic to learn. From what I understand, spells that require a higher mastery of a magic type allow for faster mastery of that type than lower ones. Blessing of Life is then the next logical step. It requires a Life magic level to be 3 or higher to learn, of which I have just reached the minimum of. 
 
    The process of learning the spell isn’t nearly as painful as the first one. Starting from better health than the first time probably contributed to that. Casting another Lesser Heal on myself to reduce the increased pain, I then examine the new addition to my repertoire. For only 15 MP, I can touch an item and bless it to cause an extra 5% Life magic damage, and 10% to undead or death-based creatures. It lasts for only a minute though. This could be very useful in the Dungeon here on my land, as Azzaria has already demonstrated in our first run.  
 
    The first cast of the new spell is enough to gain a level. After that it takes a little bit of work, with me pulling things out of dimensional storage to cast the spell on. Eventually, probably about 15 minutes but it feels longer as the headache makes itself felt the longer it goes on, Life magic goes up another level. Still, the goal is reached, and Level 5 in Life magic is now mine. Something tickles the back of my mind but I’m too eager to relieve myself of this status effect to focus on it at the moment.  
 
    Third one's the charm. Pulling the spellbook for Cure out, it isn’t long before the pages are flipping on their own. Should have healed up again before attempting this. Maybe it is a compounding effect from the previous attempts, or just the fact that I have been casting almost nonstop, but the headache comes back with a vengeance. Fast this time too. The book was almost done when everything went dark.  
 
    Awakening for the second time this morning was even more unpleasant. The sun doesn’t seem to be in a different position, so I don’t think I was out long. It’s hard to tell for sure though since I can’t look anywhere near the supernova that is shining into the room. “Should have thought that out a little.” In my defense, my current state doesn’t really lend itself to higher thought processes.  
 
    Once I’m done with this, I quickly down another canteen of water and cast Cure. The spell almost failed because of my inability to focus, but a quick flexing of will and an enormous amount of effort gets me through. Instant relief spreads over my fogged over mind, blowing away the mists like a warm breeze. A dull throbbing is left, barely noticeable. Not taking any more chances after my earlier mistake, Lesser Heal is cast once again and the warmth spreads over everything. With the mornings ordeal over I just sit back on the couch and take a moment.  
 
    Resting there is when that half formed thought that was trying to make itself known before comes fully into being. Despite how long it felt, the time it took to level up my magic was much faster than it was when I first arrived on Herst. Early levels do come faster but this was degree higher than I experienced in the past. A silly grin starts to spread across my face. It may have been creepy to anyone else but at the moment I just didn’t give a damn. 
 
    With all the magic types I have access to, and the challenge it presents with improving them, I was worried I would need to start focusing on only a few to get anywhere. My new ability, Advanced Adaptability, and the increased speed in leveling skills and abilities changes things. Now I don’t have to ignore some magic types in order to really get anywhere with others. Speaking of training; I still have spells to learn in Life magic as well as the other types I recently unlocked. There are also Talent Points to distribute.  
 
    Thinking about what spells I can now learn out of all the ones I have been carrying around for so long gives my upgraded racial ability another chance to shine. The information I seek seems to jump to the forefront of my thoughts and I know that I have spellbooks for 5 more I can learn right now. Taking it slow I decide to go over them as I learn to space it out a little. First though, I go over the Cure spell I just learned. A range of 30 feet like Lesser heal and it costs 25 MP.  
 
    Next up is the Roots spell that I ignored earlier. Noticing the pile of dust on the floor in front of the couch I pull the tray on the coffee table over to use for the rest of the, soon to be dust, books. This is the spell that causes plants to grow out of the ground and snare the target. It will last up to 30 seconds with a price of 10 MP. Next is the Death spell I can learn now, looted from a beetle possessed caster. The name says it all. It pulls HP from the target and passes it to the caster for the cost of 25 MP. A little costly for a Level 1 spell but I got the MP for it.  
 
    Shadow Spike is basically the Dark magic version of Earth Spike. Creates a cone of darkness that solidifies into an attack on the target. The range, cost, and damage were even the same as Earth Spike at 20 feet, 20 MP, and 15-30 respectively. Filling the spot of my Level 1 Light magic spell is Illusion. This will bend the light around the caster to create the illusion. This one is cheap to cast at only 5 MP and lasts for 2 minutes. Does no damage but it can be very useful in confusing enemies or in more utility type situations. Plus, I bet Zia would love seeing a little play. Now that I think about it, most people would probably would.  
 
    Placing that Idea aside for later, I take the last spellbook in hand. This isn’t for the new magic types I unlocked with my second subclass. It’s for the Fire spell Fire Nova. Reading the description, I’m impressed. It does massive damage on the same level as my single target Lightning spell, but this one hits everything within 15 feet. I can only assume it does less damage from farther away, though. The cost is a little prohibitive at 100 MP and it also has a cooldown of 2 minutes. But damn does it sound cool to basically explode in a fireball, unharmed.  
 
    Enough geeking out about all the new toys I have to play with. There was a purpose to getting up instead of snuggling in for a late morning; training. Getting up from the sofa causes a lightheaded feeling that forces me to wobble on my feet. Maybe learning that many spells in a row wasn’t the greatest idea? Whatever. Just my morning for making stupid choices, I guess. Probably best to get some breakfast before placing my talent points or using a lot of mana. Having steadied myself until the episode passes, I take a slow walk down to the main hall. 
 
    The place is empty. I guess that I should have expected this. For those that were up late drinking like me it is too early. For those that didn’t join us it’s late in the morning. The only person in the room is a guard that was stationed at the bottom of the stairs leading to my rooms. Giving the tigerkin a nod, I cross the hall to the kitchen. Dolan’s wife Hildre usually cooks, but that isn’t the person washing dishes at the moment. A young forest elf—or is she a high elf? Her skin color is somewhere in between, and her hair is dirty blonde. A mix maybe?  
 
    Shaking the thoughts of her origins from my mind I approach her. She isn’t aware of me, as evidenced by the startled jump she gives when I step up next to her. She was humming softly, but that turns into a cute squeak when she turns to face me. “My lord!” she exclaims before bowing her head to me. 
 
    Definitely tired of being called that, but I better get used to it, I guess. “Hello there. No need to do that.” At my words she looks up again. She has striking amber colored eyes and a heart shaped face that has me placing her in the mid to late teens. “You obviously know who I am, what is your name?” 
 
    It is easy to tell that she is nervous, and she opens her mouth and closes it a few times before she gets out, “Kyria, my lord.” 
 
    “Please, there is no one else here. Just call me Vol. I haven’t seen you around here before, were you hired on as staff?” 
 
    She nods her head at my question then provides more details. “The council started hiring staff for the keep just recently and I was part of the first group. Hildre took me on to help around the kitchen.” 
 
    I did leave the day to day running of things to them, but I wonder where they are getting the money to pay everyone. Are there taxes? There is the dungeon tax, but could that pay for everyone? Something to ask them about later but my curiosity is piqued. “Do you know how many staff there are in the keep now?” 
 
    Her nervousness is fading a little and she nods eagerly. “There are 14 other staff members and 15 including me. The others mainly clean around the keep and other general tasks. Barental was hired as the one in charge of us all, but we just call him Bar. He is the one that pays us, handles finances and other more delicate tasks.” 
 
    She is a talkative one when she gets going. Curiosity sated I get to the reason I approached her in the first place. “Is there anything I can get to eat? I slept in a little late this morning.” 
 
    The energetic elf wipes her hands on an apron she was wearing and then bounces off to one of the nearby cabinets. She pulls out a metal plate and some silverware from a drawer. Then, she goes into a cold storage box and returns a moment later with food. The plate is piled with eggs, ham, and bread. 
 
    “Sorry, they are cold,” she apologizes, “but the leftovers are kept in the cold box.” 
 
    I give the young woman a smile. “Don’t worry, I have it covered.” I then cast Burning Palm on the hand holding the plate from underneath. I focus on reducing the heat a little, so I don’t burn anything. After a few seconds of this I cancel the spell and set the plate on the table. Ignoring the staring elf, I dig into my breakfast. She goes back to her dishes after a while and I hand her my plate and fork when I’m done. “Thanks. I will see you around.” Kyria nods to me and I leave the kitchen. 
 
    Heading into the back of the main hall I take the door to the left. This leads into a room with a table in the middle. There are two doors, one for the armory and one for the treasury. Not wanting to see the dwindling pile of gold that was a fortune I take the armory door. Within the large room is row upon row of weapon and armor racks. It was never full since I found this place but there is a significant reduction of equipment since then.  
 
    I gave Grondar access to this room and he has outfitted his men the best he can. The equipment isn’t amazing in most regards, but it is all better than what most of the guards were wearing before. No doubt we would have lost more people from the attack yesterday if not for that gear. Even with Grondar allocating things to the guard there were still a few higher quality things that are meant for magic casters here. Not many people really need this stuff aside from me, my group, and a few of the council members.  
 
    Before I start training in my profession, I need to handle my new subclass. opening the talent tree reveals the same root like system I have seen in all the talent trees so far. Also, like others, there are four paths to start with, and the second tier of talents is obscured. I have 10 TP available to distribute but the second tier won’t be visible until after 5 TP are in the tree. The Divine Mage tree reminds me a lot of the Celestial Mage tree. There are two branches on the right for the magic Realm with two types in it, one for Transmutation and one for Abjuration. The left two branches cover different aspects of the Divine Realm.  
 
    Looking over the first four choices for my precious TP causes a little anxiety. They all look great, but I know that, ultimately, I need to ignore one branch if I want to progress through the tree. Of course, I will be placing points into the Transmutation and Abjuration branches. These two types of magic were never mentioned in any of the books I read so far, and I haven’t heard of them otherwise, either. This was just too tempting not to explore. I was split between the other two choices, as this would decide which of the main branches I would ignore from here on out. There just aren’t enough TP to choose every option that presents itself.  
 
    Divine Shield was one branch, making me think that it would primarily focus on defense. The talent would give me the spell by that name, which would create a barrier against attacks that took less damage from Divine Realm magic attacks. The other branch had the talent Divine Retribution. This would buff a person causing a portion of the damage they received to be turned back on the attacker, ignoring armor.  
 
    Thinking about it, I already had a shield spell and the fact that the talent was strong against Divine type made me wonder if it was as strong against everything else as Mana Barrier. Anyways, I had others to help with defense most of the time and turtling was never my style anyways. Better a damage race than a slog in my opinion. The more I thought about it the more I realized I had already decided.  
 
    Placing 2 points into Divine Retribution to max it out allows me to buff someone to reduce damage taken by 5% and return it to the attacker per tier, for a total of 10%. The returned damage ignores armor. Just like Cloak of Elements when I got the Celestial Mage subclass this spell is a mix of all the four Divine type magics, has a range of touch, a duration of 5 minutes with a cooldown of 4, and costs 50 MP.  
 
    The transmutation branch of the talent tree has a spell to learn called Weaken Defense for 1 TP. Unoriginal I know, but I didn’t make up the names. For all I know there are others who have a skill or spell with the same name that is totally different. I’m not sure I will ever fully understand how the talent trees are made, but I have been told they are unique to each individual. I place that talent and get the spell, or curse, to reduce a target’s armor by 15%. My first one in that type of magic which will let me train in that area going forward.  
 
    Under the abjuration branch is an ability called Mana Dispersal. This is the branch for magic negation and the first ability makes this obvious. It has a max of 3 TP to place in it and will allow me to reduce the mana in a spell, effectively reducing its effect or dispelling it entirely if I have enough time. The first tier makes the abilities level equal one third that of the level of Abjuration. I place 2 TP there at first, but then add the third, because I knew I was going to do it anyway.  
 
    That brings the total spent in the talent tree to 6 TP, meaning the next tier of talents is revealed. I took a moment before pursuing them though. The knowledge dump that occurs when gaining new spells and abilities isn’t much on its own, but it is usually spread out over more time. With all the spellbooks and then talents I am learning this morning it is starting to add up. Lesser heal flows through me and the building pain in my head subsides, but I can still feel a growing pressure in the back of my head.  
 
    Drinking some water and checking everything in my status I see that I still have 2 TP for my Enchanter profession and 1 TP in my Bonding Specialty that can be distributed. I never really notice much of a change when placing TP for my profession after first getting it, so I do that now. In my main profession, I already have one out of two TP placed in Active Skill Power, so I place the next one and max it out for a total of 10% more power for the active skills I enchant an item with. With the remaining point I place it into Amplify Power under the Focus branch. This will increase the modifier of a person’s STR and AGI when using a melee weapon by 10% for the first tier. That talent isn’t very useful for me, but most people are a Fighter class, so it’s still good to have. 
 
    Done with the main profession tree I move on to the specialty one. Then, I could use the TP available to finish out the Soul Bind Living talent, but it still gives me the creeps that the next step is domination of a soul—even an animal one. Gives me the shivers thinking about someone trying to do that to Timbre. Mana consciousness is another option. I haven’t done anything with this yet because it always makes me uncomfortable when I imagine armor hugging my junk that can talk.  
 
    Contemplating the options before me I am just about to give in an put it in Soul Bind Living when something surfaces to the forefront of my mind. Whether the idea that comes to me is a product of my increased WIS or just an epiphany I don’t know, but it’s brilliant. The memory that surfaces is from a movie I saw as a kid. There was a mechanical bird that followed the main protagonist around and was alive. Why couldn’t I do something like that? Sure, I’m not an artificer but Bolden is. Hell, he already has a number of things on the shelves in his shop that would probably work.  
 
    Mind spinning with ideas, I place the available TP into Mana Consciousness. There is a small twinge from the pressure in the back of my head, but I am too busy thinking up uses for my new talent. At this tier the item needs touch to communicate and won’t be very smart. The next tier will make it so the consciousness will be as smart as any person and communication no longer limited to touch. There are other ideas that flood my feeble mind though. Mechanical mounts or guards are the more sedate ideas with many of the others being pretty crazy. If this works out it could be a money maker as well. 
 
    Drinking more water to keep myself hydrated after last night’s festivities I move back to the Divine Mage subclass and its talent tree. The first one I take is Break Ward, adding 2 TP into it. This gives me a spell in the abjuration branch that I can use to improve that magic type. The first point gave me the basic spell and the second one improved it so the time it takes to break a ward and the over mana cost is reduced by half. There is a spike in my head, but it is quickly gone. 
 
    The last two points didn’t require much thinking on my part. The first one went into Spell Imbuement, allowing for the mixing of any of the Divine realm magic types to a spell being cast for an increase of 10% mana. There is a note that the results of this mixing may vary though. A little experimentation is in order. The last TP available goes into Improved Transmutation. The talent reduces the cost and increases potency of all Transmutation magic by 15% for the first tier and 30% on the second. The second tier of that will probably be the first thing to get the next TP available at Level 22.  
 
    Even with a headache that has ramped back up a little I feel better. Leaving points undistributed always makes me a little antsy. It might be from games I played in the past where they would be lost if you died without placing them. Here though, I might die because I didn’t place them. It’s then that Thia contacts me through our bond. “Where are you?” 
 
    Pulling out a camp chair, I take a seat to rest and respond. “I’m in the armory, I’m going to practice enchanting some. Are the others up yet?” 
 
    She takes a moment before answering. “They are getting up now. Gem rushed to the bathroom.” 
 
      They must be as bad as I was when I first woke up, or worse in the case of Gem. “Have Azzaria use Cure on all of you or come see me if she is unable to.” The only response from her is an affirmative feeling. Soon after our conversation there is a feeling of relief that comes through the bond with Thia. 
 
    Feeling better in the knowledge that the rest of my party is getting treated I grab a few swords from a nearby rack. Then the marathon of enchanting begins. The plan is to finish everything in here and then the guards can come to switch out what they have with some of my enchanted gear. That gear would get enchanted as well when it was no longer in use. The whole thing will probably take a few days all things told. I need to take the time to train and this way it will also benefit the ones who help keep the town safe. 
 
    The first sword is a saber made from high steel. It is a quick weapon in the right hands. With new magic that I’m impatient to try I manage to restrain myself. This isn’t about playing with new toys, it’s about training my enchanting and providing better gear for the guards. With that goal in mind I will get better results using spells that I have much higher proficiency in. 
 
    Lightning is the spell used to enchant the first sword. Mana crystals aren’t used for this work because these are already finished weapons. Using Mana Crystals will make the enchantments stronger, but it will take a lot of resources to do everything that way. Plus, it wouldn’t be as good as if the weapon was enchanted during its forging. Paying attention to the process it is obvious that a spell circle is created and forced into the item. The spell circle embeds itself in the item, creating the effect of the enchantment, as lines of mana spread throughout the item, so the enchantment affects it as a whole. 
 
    A small stack of enchanted weapons has formed at my feet when four women enter the antechamber for the armory that I notice through the open door. Azzaria is the first to enter with Thia and Timbre following behind, Gem bringing up the rear. “Hey ladies. How are you feeling now?”  
 
    “Hungry,” is the chorus answers from everyone but Timbre, who just nods in agreement. 
 
    “Kyria might still be in the kitchen. She is Hildre’s assistant and can get you something.” 
 
    Before they leave Azzaria asks me “What are your plans for today Vol?” 
 
    “Training. Knowing that someone is gunning for us made me realize that I need to be stronger. With the unknown threat of the vampires and these dreams about the gods war I feel like I am being driven forward to some goal I can’t see. I doubt that whatever is coming is going to be easy. At my current state I feel there is little hope so I must improve. Today I am starting with enchanting this armory.” 
 
    At my words the rest of them get serious. Only Gem looks a little confused as she wasn’t there when we discussed the gods war I witnessed in my dreams. I don’t inform her of it and figure the girls will tell her if she asks. Azzaria speaks up for all of them at that moment. “That is a good idea. I think we all feel the same. I will be training with Enora this morning and then will head to the training grounds to continue in the afternoon.” 
 
    “What about the rest of you? What are you planning?” 
 
    Surprisingly it is the strong silent tank of our group that answers next. “Training grounds,” is all she says but it gets her point across. She’ll be at the training grounds all day. 
 
    The sophisticated Thia comes forward and gives me a hug before pulling back. “I think I will do a little scouting in my other form and then practice at the training grounds as well. Maybe I’ll do a little hunting before I come in for the day.” 
 
    I just nod to Thia before turning to Gem along with the three that already announced their plans. For her part she looks surprised at all the eyes on her. I guess she didn’t think she was included when I asked. I give her a little push. “What about you Gem? Have anything you want to do?” 
 
    She recovers quickly and answers in a soft voice that is a little at odds with the sultry personality I met in the slave merchant building. “I think I should go through the dungeon again to try and catch up to you guys. I don’t want to be a burden to the party you are making. Then I will go to the training grounds. Grondar said he had someone who could help me work on fighting with my mace? 
 
    “Good. I guess I’ll see you all around then.” After that, Azzaria gives me a hug and a peck on the cheek, then Timbre gives me a hug and a small, affectionate lick on the neck. As they are leaving, I call out once more, “Please stay for a moment longer, Gem!” She comes back from the door after the others have left. 
 
    I don’t know what has been up with her since yesterday, but I plan to find out. I sent the others away in hopes it would make her more likely to talk. “What is going on with you? Is everything alright? If you are having second thoughts about joining our party, then you don’t have to.” 
 
    Gem shakes her head vigorously. “It isn’t that. I’m excited to grow and help out. After what you did for me, I owe you, but I want to help. It is the easiest obligation I have because what I see you making here is truly what I want to do with my life.” 
 
    A frown takes its place on my face as I’m confused. “What is the issue then?”  
 
    She sighs like this is something she really didn’t want to talk about but felt obligated to. “I kind of… met someone.” 
 
    It takes a moment for my brain to process what she is trying to say, but then my frown morphs into a grin. “You mean you are interested in someone?” She nods and looks away, embarrassed. “So what? There’s nothing wrong with that.” 
 
    Her head whips back up to me. She stares at me for a moment as if searching for something. “I thought that... with the other girls... you mean, you’re okay with it?” There is a skeptical look on her face at the end. 
 
    Her flustered response makes me chuckle a little. “You thought that because you were joining my party that it included more than just fighting because of my relationship with the other girls? Funny thing is, they’re the ones that started anything with me, not the other way around. Your love life is your own, and honestly, the three that I already have are probably more than I can handle—or deserve, for that matter.” 
 
    Her bright, sultry smile returns, and she slithers forward to give me a hug. When she pulls away her sultry voice is back. “Maybe you deserve more than you think?” Then she is gone, leaving the armory to join the others for a bite. 
 
    Feeling a little light now, knowing I have eased her worries, I return to my work. It is a little tedious, but I do try a few things. One thing was the new power enchantment that increases the damage of a weapon. That was new but not very exciting. I also tried to add a divine element using my new talent on the spell I was enchanting the item with. That failed, completely. No matter how hard I tried to push through and enchant the short sword it wouldn’t complete. 
 
    The last thing I tried was adding an attack spell to armor and a defensive spell to a weapon. The results were mixed. There was now a sword that covered itself in rock when striking something and an armguard that burst into flames when attacked. They could be useful, but the sword basically became a club after the first strike and the armguard needed to be on someone who could withstand the fire. When done with my little experiment I removed those enchantments and put something else on them. 
 
    A few hours later about half of the armory had been enchanted, but boredom was setting in. Standing up produces a number of pops as my spine and neck cracks. I stretch a little before heading back through the door of the armory, closing it with a mental command to IMA. Azzaria is there with Enora when I arrive, eating sandwiches from a plate in the middle of the table. 
 
    “How was the gardening?” I say in way of greeting. 
 
    Azzaria has a big smile on her face when she answers. She really likes casting spells and I think growing things speaks to a part of her she didn’t realize she had before gaining Life magic. “It was great. How is your training coming?” 
 
    Taking a moment to look over my gains I am still in awe at the difference from before. My learning bonuses have allowed me to gain 4 levels in my Enchanting ability. It is now at 20 and I could definitely see the difference in the results. “Great here as well. Do you think the others will join us for lunch?” 
 
    It is then that Thia contacts me. “I’m on my way,” is the message I get from her. “Timbre is really going at it on the training grounds. Grondar looks worried that she is going to hurt someone.” 
 
    Shaking my head at the memory of her remorse on the wall yesterday I resolve to talk to her again. Her desire to protect and her recent failure are likely driving her to improve. She might be overdoing her training though, which ultimately could be bad for her development. Others people's’ health too for that matter. The plan was to head down to the training grounds I constructed after lunch anyway so I can see what’s going on then. 
 
    Thia comes through the door and takes a seat next to me as we all chow down on some sandwiches. Not sure what the meat is, but I think it is venison. “How was hunting, Thia?” asks Azzaria. 
 
    The transformed Thunderbird swallows her bite and the responds calmly. “It went well. There was a herd of some animals along the ridge to the north. They had curled horns on the side of their heads and fluffy, curly fur. I don’t know what they are called.” 
 
    “Shoats probably. They are good for their wool if you see the herd again. I’m sure there are a few in town that would buy them from us if we could bring back a few alive.” 
 
    Thia nods as she takes another bite. Done chewing she says “That shouldn’t be a problem. I’ll keep a lookout next time I go flying.” 
 
    Soon we’re all done and walking out of the keep. In the main square in front of the gates to the keep I turn to Azzaria. “I’ll catch up with you. I need to visit Bolden at his workshop first.” She nods to me and Thia takes off into the air, changing to her bird form as she leaps up. I get an emotion from her that is basically a see you later. 
 
    Walking into Bolden’s artificer and magical goods shop reveals his son, Beccer, manning the counter. He gives me a smile and hooks a thumb over his shoulder at the door. “Here to see my father? He’s in the back.” 
 
    “How did you know?” I ask him. 
 
    He shakes his head ruefully. “You bought all the spells we have and even a few skills already. The last few times you visited you didn’t even look around and worked with him in the back. An easy guess.” 
 
    “I guess you have me there. Though, now that you mention it, I’ll probably be in to peruse a few things for the others in my party. See you later Beccer.” In the back I find Bolden tinkering with another guitar like instrument. Now that I have provided the sound that he needs for the electric guitar, he doesn’t need me. With experience of his own he can do the enchantments himself. 
 
    “Hey Bolden.” At my call he looks up from his work and smiles. And why wouldn’t he? I’ve paid a lot of money to him while building this town and made him a little more with the instruments I helped him make. And now I’m coming in here with something that will probably make him even more money. 
 
    “Vol! Good to see you. What can I do for you today?” He sets down what he is working on and then steps around the table. 
 
    Taking seats at the workbench we get as comfortable as they allow. “I have an idea that I need your help with. As you know, my enchanting specialty is with bonding things. One of the talents that I have recently acquired is to give a bonded item and artificial consciousness. The item will basically be alive at that point.” 
 
    Bolden frowns at this revelation before asking “But what good is that? Sounds like it could be more annoying or inconvenient than anything.” 
 
    I decide not to mention my creepy visions of clothes that can think. “I was thinking you could create pets that I could bring to life. You could even enchant them with their own spells so they could defend their owners to some degree.” 
 
    “That sounds like a good idea, but can you enchant something, so I can sell it, or do you need to be present?” 
 
    “I would need to bond the user to their pet, so they will have the connection. It also requires a small piece of soul to start with, best taken from the person bonded to it. Doing that is painful, so you should warn anyone that wants one about the pain. Otherwise, it’s harmless and a person’s soul grows back in a few days without any special attention.” Bolden doesn’t look happy that I need to be involved with every sale, but I can tell he is really interested. “How about this? We have a day that I come to the shop each week and bond the people to their pets.” 
 
    He bobs his head back and forth in contemplation and then answers. “That should work. I can line up customers on that day and you could get to work. That would also allow for people to order what they want ahead of time, I can build it, and they can give me any changes they want to the appearance of their new pet.” 
 
    “Good. So, here is what I want you to make for mine.” The next few minutes are spent describing and working out what I want it to look like. Bolden asked a few questions before he was satisfied. “Will you need anything from me like metals or gems or something to get started?” 
 
    He just waves off my question. “I have plenty of what I need, and Dolan will get me anything I need from the treasury, as well. I do have another question though. What are we going to use to power it? If it’s going to move and possibly cast spells, then it will need something to power it.” 
 
    “Well we are going to have to experiment a little with that. I was hoping that I could make it so that the power to sustain its normal function would be drawn from the owner’s mana regeneration. For anything else there will need to be jewels to add charges to. I can do them and even have them replenish their own charges. Will you need me for that?” 
 
    “Nah, I can do that. I can even enchant multiple gems to work for the charges. I should have something for you in a few days to look at.” 
 
    I reach out and shake his hand. “Spare no expense on this. It’s the prototype, but if we get it working it will also be the advertising when people see me with it.” His face brightens once again, I can tell he likes the marketing strategy. 
 
    We part and I leave the shop. It has already been longer than I wanted it to take and Timbre can be a handful when she is determined. Breaking into a steady jog with a Folded Space or two brings me from the main square to the training grounds in short order. There is quite a lot of shouting and that worries me as I approach a crowd of people. They are all guards and they are surrounding one of the sparring pits that is uncovered. 
 
    No one notices me at first and I have to start pushing into the throng. After the first few people there is some surprised whispering that breaks out around me. Suddenly a path is cleared so I can get to the railing. What I see there isn’t what I was expecting. I was hoping Azzaria would be able to talk some sense into Timbre when she arrived, not fight her. Squaring off in the pit are Timbre and Azzaria. Timbre has her shield and hammer like usual and Azzaria has the sword she hardly uses drawn.  
 
    Azzaria sprints forward and quickly swipes at Timbre on the side opposite of her shield arm. This doesn’t faze the direwolf at all. Raising her hammer, she deftly blocks the blow, countering with a shield bash of her own. Azzaria took the hit but was twisting even before it connected. Rolling off the shield, the high elf avoids getting stunned and strikes out with her sword even faster than the first time. 
 
    Planning on doing some training and wanting to get some leveling in tomorrow I need my team at its best. I’m about to call out to end the match when Thia contacts me. “Leave them be for now,” her thoughts say. Through telepathy I get the whole story as I watch Azzaria hit Timbre in the side with the flat of her blade. Timbre was off-balance from her opponent’s maneuver, and the blow sent her sprawling.  
 
    Apparently, Timbre was laying out the guards systematically in matches and none too gently. Azzaria tried to get her to take a break but Timbre refused and kept fighting. Finally having enough of it, the high elf challenged the wolf woman to a match. The conditions were the first one to be knocked down three times loses the match. If Azzaria wins then she gets alone time with yours truly and Timbre will be done for the day. If Timbre wins then she gets some alone time with me and Azzaria needs to stop bothering her about her training.  
 
    A little surprised by the wager I wonder if I should make sure to get a little time alone with each of the women in my life. Each one is important to me and I’ll need to take some time to show them how much I appreciate them. Plus, we haven’t really had any time to get in a real date since the three of us made our relationship official. As I think about what we could do around town for a date I get a little excited. This could be fun. 
 
    My attention is brought back to the fight. I missed Azzaria take down Timbre a second time during my daydreaming and the gray tailed woman is getting off the sand once again. They both set themselves again, but they rush at each other this time. I guess Timbre is done playing defense. Just before they collide Timbre catches us all off-guard. She drops her shield in front of her and jumps up. With a powerful stomp on the top edge she buries the tall shield partway down into the sand, where it stays erect. 
 
    Azzaria is barely able to stop before tripping over the obstruction as Timbre is thrown over her head. Azzaria gets turned around to face her opponent but the wolf gets a kick into her chest as she comes in to land. Unprepared for the athletic move, Azzaria is pushed back, right into the buried shield. Unable to stop herself this time Azzaria takes a fall and lands on her shapely backside. Part of the rules was no skills or magic so the whole thing is even more impressive. 
 
    Timbre has been fighting most of the day now and it is showing. She is breathing heavily, and I can tell she is wearing down; her determination is probably the only thing keeping her upright at this point. Now I understand why Azzaria was confident in a physical confrontation like this. After Timbre retrieves her shield they rest again.  
 
    The elf ups her speed again and hurtles across the space between them. Tired, Timbre’s reaction is a little sluggish when tries to block the sword with her hammer. The weak block gets in the way of her strike, but Azzaria put far more into it this time than before. The hammer is driven back into its owner and my fierce warrior wolf stumbles to the side. Before she can regain balance, the sharp eared challenger ends it with a leg sweep. Timbre stays down now, defeated, regaining her breath from the rough landing. 
 
    The match now over, I step into the ring. “You two done now?” At my look to the two women Azzaria shakes her head. Kneeling beside Timbre she leans in and whispers something into her ear. The direwolf’s eyes go a little wide, and she glances at me before going back to her blonde packmate. A brief moment later Timbre nods to Azzaria and they get up, Timbre a little unsteadily. 
 
    We walk out of the sparring ring and the crowd is already dispersing. Thia is on the roof of one of the covered sparring rings nearby in her bird form. She tells me she will be over at the target ranges before flying off. Timbre takes a seat with her back against the railing. “Okay Timbre, I know you are trying to improve but you need to pace yourself. Tomorrow we will enter the dungeon again to gain more experience and maybe even level up. You’re the front line of our party and we need you in top shape in there.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Vol. I won’t overdo it again. You can count on me.” There is no fight on the matter from Timbre. This is a little odd, I had expected more push back from her. For the moment I just nod and let her rest. 
 
    Azzaria comes with me on my way to find Grondar. As we walk my curiosity gets the better of me and I have to ask. “What was it you said to her before getting up? It really seems to have worked.” 
 
    She answers as we get near the sparring ring where Grondar is overseeing a match. “I told her that she would be useless to help protect you if we were attacked at that moment.” 
 
    Diabolical! She turned Timbre’s whole motivation, or at least a big part of it, around to make her balance out training and being prepared. This could be good for my furry companion. Shaking my head at her, I wave goodbye as she continues walking to the ranged practice lanes. I may have watched her walking away for a little too long because someone clears their throat next to me. 
 
    “What can I do for you here my lord?” The gruff voice is instantly recognizable as Grondar.  
 
    Coming out of my trance I tune back into the rest of the world. “Yes, you can. Looking to get another lesson on the staff from you.” His smile was expected this time and just as creepy as the last time. No pain, no gain, right? 
 
    When we all fell into bed we were exhausted once again. So tired were we that our regular sexual activity wasn’t even a thought. Just before I pass out, I take a second to check the gains from today’s training. Through Grondar’s so called training, consisting mainly of beating the crap out of me, 3 new levels graced my status under Staff Mastery. Using the new spells learned today I was able to get 3 levels in Dark and Light magic, a level in Air and Time magic, and 2 levels in Transmutation. A level up was even received in Death magic though I wouldn’t use Drain Life on any of my allies. It came through imbuing Lightning with Death energies. The effect was a corrosive black lightning that looked awesome. 
 
    There was also a level up for Earth magic. Stone targets were destroyed quickly from the combination of Weaken Defense and offensive magics so new ones needed to be created. Now I could Learn the Forked Lightning spell I purchased in Riverock, but I was just too tired to do it now. The last thing that I gained is Light Armor Mastery. The ability came from my training with Grondar. I think it means that I finally took enough hits while wearing light armor. Thank you Grondar for that painful instruction.  
 
      
 
    Light Armor Mastery Level 1: Through the use of light armor, you have started down the path of mastery. +1% to armor rating when equipped only light armor and -1% to requirements of any light armor. Resonance: 99%. Looks like you finally took enough hits to be considered a practice dummy ;) 
 
      
 
    A small chuckle escapes my throat from Gwydia’s snarky end message, but that’s all I can muster before dismissing everything. Done checking messages, I let myself fade into the oblivion of sleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    “Vol!” The voice shouting in my head jerks me out of my lingering sleep. The possibility of another attack has been weighing on my mind and the abrupt call from IMA has me thinking it’s here. A moment later my fears are allayed as IMA continues her wake-up call. “I’m waking you as requested. You should check the Land Development Menu.” Relief floods my system at the false alarm, and I lay back on the bed. 
 
    After taking a moment for my heart to stop pounding I get up. It takes a little work to extricate myself from the others but I’m soon free of all the enticing flesh I was sandwiched between. I’m tempted to just lie there with everyone for a little longer but there are things to do. The first item on my to do list is checking the LDM, as IMA suggested, and then I can update my repertoire. Nudging Azzaria wakes her up and she starts waking the others.  
 
    As I leave the bedroom, I review the LDM to see what IMA was talking about. Turns out there is a new quest available. It’s called Newborn to Toddler and is about the dungeon under the keep. The details say our little baby dungeon is growing. Now that it has more levels, they need to be cleared for the first time. There isn’t any time limit or penalty like a dungeon break either. The plan was to go into the dungeon today anyway, so this isn’t a problem. The new levels make me want another team member though. 
 
    In the living room of the master suite I set a spellbook on the short table in front of the couch. The cover is red and inscribed with a familiar rune. It has been on all the other spellbooks for the fire element I have seen, so I assume this particular rune is the one for fire. Flipping the front cover over starts the whole process as the book glows from within. Used to the process by now, I just let the information flow into me as the pages turn of their own accord. A short time later, the back-cover closes, and the glow fades away. 
 
    Feeling out the new information in my head makes me smile. The only issue with the spell is that it could hurt my own team if I’m too close. Controlling the explosion of flames may be possible with a high enough level of Fire magic and enough WIS but I’ll need to test it, preferably with target dummies and not live people. The ashes of the Fire Nova spellbook go into the bucket that we keep nearby for it. Next is the Forked Lightning spellbook:  
 
      
 
    Forked Lightning: Cast a bolt of lightning which forks off to strike any target within 5 feet of the original target. Does half damage to targets other than the main target. 
 
    Cost: 50 MP. Base Dmg: 60-70. 
 
      
 
    Without any other spells to learn at the moment I dust off my hands and get ready for the day. As I go through the morning routine, I converse with IMA a little more regarding the state of Thunderbird’s Roost. One convenient thing about mental communication is that you can keep up a conversation even when brushing your teeth. It isn’t long before we’re all in the main hall of the keep having breakfast with the elders’ council. “What are your plans for the day Vol?” This question comes from Grondar, who seems a little too excited to hear my answer. He is probably hoping to beat on me again today. 
 
    As much as I would like to disappoint him, he is going to get his chance. Though it won’t be today for me. “Yeah, yeah, you’ll get a chance to pummel me into the ground later, but this morning we’re going to take on the dungeon. By the way, suspend the schedule until we return. The dungeon has expanded, and we’ll be clearing the new levels for the first time. I would also like one of the rogue brothers that we worked with before to come along.” 
 
    “Excuse me,” comes a quiet voice from behind me. Turning around reveals Gem with a slightly embarrassed look on her face. She slithers up to me and leans in so that no one else can hear her as she whispers in my ear. “Can you make it Ian?” 
 
    The request throws me off for a second, then I remember our conversation from yesterday. I can’t help the sly smile that takes over my mouth, but I do temper it a little. “Thanks Gem.” Trying to spare her some embarrassment I wave her away before addressing Grondar again. “Ian should be fine. I’ll finish up enchanting what I can in the armory and then grab some supplies for the dungeon run.” 
 
    Grondar nods to me across the table and we all enjoy some small talk. When everyone is almost done eating Dolan speaks up. “I still be workin’ on Timbre’s armor. I be reinforcin’ the shadesilver wit mithril, but it be makin’ the whole thin take longer. I’ll need ya ta come down and lay them enchantments, though. If’n ya do that first, ‘fore ya hit the armory, I can have somethin’ ready ‘fore y’all leave.”  
 
    “Sounds good. I’ll go down with you right after we finish eating,” I tell him. 
 
    Azzaria gets my attention then. “Don’t worry about supplies. I’ll take the rest of the team to get what we need.” Giving me a pat on the shoulder she continues. “You just take care of what you need to, and we’ll all meet you back here.”  
 
    After saying quick goodbyes, we all split up. The women all head out the front of the keep to get food rations and whatever else they think we’ll need as I head farther into the keep to the forge. When I arrive, Dolan is lining up armor pieces for me to enchant. There are two groups of things though. One group is obviously the heavy armor pieces for Timbre, but the other group consists of smaller lighter pieces. There is a buckle and a couple thin shoulder caps. There are also studs and other things that I don’t know the purpose of. This second group is made up of what looks to be orichalcum and starlite.  
 
    “I see ya checking out what Jerick asked me ta make. Figured ya’d want to chant it too while ya was here.” Dolan’s gruff voice is chipper as he sets out the last item. 
 
    “Thanks Dolan. I’ll take care of it. How are the metal stores in the treasury doing?” Dolan looks at me hard after that question. 
 
    Shaking his head, the blacksmith answers. “Not great. Most of the better metals be almost completely gone, ‘cept for the shadesilver. We been gettin’ a steady supply of it from that there dungeon. It ain’t as good as mithril, but it be better than everything else for close fighters. It even be havin’ decent magical properties and don’t restrict casting much. It be heavy, though—‘bout the same as high steel.” 
 
    “That sounds pretty good. I want you to start making armor sets with it for the higher-ranking guards first, then for the other ones as we get enough metal. Make sure we keep a good supply of it in reserve though.” The image of a young female wood elf guardsman pops into my mind. Someone who is willing to look past a human’s race. Not only that but to also fall in love with a human. In many ways she reminds me of my own love, Azzaria. “Make sure that Elisia, a wood elf guardsman, is the next one to get a set of shadesilver armor after Grondar.” 
 
    The older dwarf looks at me a little odd, but I don’t say any more. “Alright. When it be comin’ ta the other metals there be a good supply of iron and steel. There be some high steel and we can make more if’n I be gettin’ a chance to make it. There be no other metal we be havin’ a steady supply of, other than shadesilver, though. We be getting low on funds with everythin’ ya used to get the town started, and what we be givin’ the released slaves. It be okay, now that it all be started, and we be collecting tax from the residents. The extra income we gettin’ from taxin’ the dungeon be helpin’ too. 
 
    “Hopefully it will all even out now that the start-up costs are taken care of.” I take a moment to think. I’m concerned about the future slaves and refugees we could be housing in the near future. “I'll have to check the coin situation before I work in the armory. I did make some money in the human capitol while I was there so it should be okay. If need be, I have a few ways that I could make some serious coin. Bolden is already helping me work on one of them.” 
 
    “Aye, that be good. Expenses be less than we be taxin’ normally, but not by much after hirin’ staff for the keep.” With that little nugget of information Dolan turns to his forge. Before getting back to work he calls over his shoulder with one other thing. “By the by, Jerick and I be thinkin’ the armor he is making for ya be needin’ about 20 strength to wear if’n ya been wantin’ to avoid agility penalties.” A moment later the ringing of hammer and anvil fills the room. 
 
    That could be an issue. I only have fourteen STR at the moment and that could mean a pretty significant AGI penalty if I were to try and wear it. Getting to work I pick up the first piece of armor. This is from the group that is for me. They’re the metal pieces Jerick will build into the light leather armor he is making with the Golden Drake Leather. Since it’s for me, I enchant everything with INT and WIS. Even if some of it goes to Gem it will still work this way. 
 
    Next is the shadesilver armor for Timbre. Dolan must have been working on it constantly since I spoke to him in order to have so much done. That is one thing I’ve noticed with the crafting in this world; the higher the level your crafting ability is, the faster and better your crafting. There is no weird disconnect like in video games and the item just appears, but working the materials just gets easier so the process takes less time. It’s almost magical how well things form as they are worked, and it always impresses me to watch Dolan hammer away. 
 
    Moving on to the heavier armor I enchant it equally with STR, VIT, and AGI. The whole armor set includes parts for the head, shoulders, chest, arms, hands, legs and feet. The armguards and gauntlets get STR, while the shoulder and chest armor get VIT. Legs and feet are next, getting AGI enchanted on them. For the helm I put an INT enchantment on it. Timbre has started using Death magic lately, so the INT enchantment will help with that. This will give her a little more mana and increase the power of her magic.  
 
    These forge enchantments are to help prime the item for the rest of the enchantment, done when the item is finished. This process is only used on metal because it tends to be harder to enchant after completion. Leather and other materials all take the enchantment the same no matter when you do it. Waving goodbye to Dolan, the next stop is to the treasury and then the armory. 
 
    The dwarf council member was right about the money situation. There was some platinum and gold coins and there were even a few gold bars that are worth 100 gold coins, but it wasn’t much. At least, not when you consider running an entire town full of hundreds of people. On top of that the population is likely to grow. The construction costs for floors, gates and other necessities had drained the treasury of a lot. The number of silver and copper coins is a little lower than everything else. Probably because that is what most things are paid for using. Thankfully, that is mostly what comes out of the dungeon. 
 
    While I’m here I drop off the extra gold and platinum I had from my run at the gambling house, keeping 100 platinum and 1000 gold, silver and copper coins. There is still a good number of gems in the treasury, but the rarer types of metals are running out. Still, it wasn’t wasted, and I think there will be enough to outfit a few more people in high-end armor. At least if they aren’t full sets of plate mail or something. Moving on, I lock the treasury behind me with a thought and enter the armory. 
 
    Sitting in the chair left there since yesterday I get to the work of enchanting everything in the armory. Apparently Grondar has already had people switching out gear for the enchanted stuff. Most of what I took care of yesterday is gone and unenchanted things are in place of it. At least the new stuff is getting out there. It makes me feel better in case there is another attack. Less than halfway through enchanting the armory, my team arrives, along with Ian. The rogue is standing close to Gem as Azzaria calls to me from the doorway. “We’re here!” 
 
    “I guess we’re going to be leaving then. Gem and Ian, gear up with the best that you can find in here and then we’ll go.” As they break apart to peruse the available things on display, I finish up a few things, and then stand with Timbre, Thia, and Azzaria. 
 
    Azzaria nudges me with her elbow as we wait. While I look at her, she leans in, and I can see the good-natured laughter swirling in her eyes. “Did you know they had a thing for each other?” 
 
    “Heh, yes and no. Gem said she was interested in someone yesterday, but I didn’t know who it was until this morning.” To this Azzaria just nods and watches as Ian and Gem converse back and forth and they outfit themselves with a few upgrades from the standard gear I enchanted. 
 
    “You should have seen it earlier. They were so cute when Ian showed up to help us buy food supplies. They were so awkward toward each other as they were trying to decide what to get. Then it only made it worse when they realized we were all looking at them. I didn’t even know a person could get that dark when blushing.” Azzaria chuckles a little at the memory and I joined in. “It took the rest of the time we were shopping before they were back to some semblance of normal.” 
 
     I smile at the thought of Gem blushing furiously because of a boy. I would not have imagined that when we first met, but I think I met the person she hid behind as a slave. I have to say; I really am beginning to like the real Gem I see coming out. It looks like Ian found a couple things to use, including a leather coif and enchanted boots. Gem needed the most stuff. She replaced almost all her gear for things she found in the armory. Among those things was a leather studded skirt and a fox skin leather vest that barely contained her assets. When she is fully geared in light armor, they meet up with us at the door. 
 
    Last stop before our trip is to Dolan again to pick up what he has done for Timbre. When we enter, I can see the wolf-head helm is sitting out on the workbench nearest the door, polished and ready to go. Dolan is currently hammering away at something. When he sees us, he stops, and the elder dwarf calls out, “That Helm be ready for ya now! You get to work on it, and I’ll be finished here right quick!” 
 
    Looking over the helm makes me proud to know Dolan. He is truly a master of his craft. The details on the helm are impressive, with the face inside the gaping wolf’s mouth and the teeth working as a faceguard without obstructing vision. The eyes are sapphires and the back of the helm looks like a mane of fur. Holding the headpiece now makes me glad I picked INT to enchant it with. It just feels right. Pulling out a few mana crystals from my storage I set them next to the armor. As I get to work, I’m vaguely aware of the rest of my party, leaving to watch Dolan.  
 
    First for the active enchantment. It was difficult to decide, but eventually I went with Forked Lightning. I focus on the spell I want, and the circle forms in my palm. Then an enchanting circle appeared in my mind as it encompassed the spell. I didn’t let it go though. I forced the image I wanted into the enchanting circle. It felt like there was a subtle shift and I knew the desired effect was in place. As the enchantment moved into the item, mana crystals liquefied and ran into it. I then poured a ton of mana into the two gems as I made them the source of charges for the active ability. They also got the self charging effect. I took a moment then to allow my mana to replenish some, and the dizzy feeling to pass. After that I focused on INT and repeated the process to finalize the enchantment from my earlier work before viewing the finished product.  
 
      
 
    Reinforced Shadesilver Wolf Helm: A helm shaped like the head of a wolf. It is reinforced by mithril to increase defense and durability. Enchanted by a talented intermediate level enchanter for retaliation and to boost the wearer's intelligence. 
 
    Heavy Armor. Requires 35+ STR to equip. Item Class: Superior. Durability: 250/250. Armor: +200. +10 INT. When attacked, there is a 10% chance that the armor will be electrified, arcing to damage nearby attackers with lightning. Charges: 400/400. 
 
      
 
    Satisfied with that little beauty I looked around to see no one paying attention to me. They were all staring, enraptured, by the process of metal being polished by Dolan. One bracer was already finished and placed on the bench next to them. Ignoring the small hit to my ego, I start working on the finished one. The effects of my spells seem to be very malleable when used to enchant items, based on the item being enchanted, intent, and the spell used. With this the number of effects possible is virtually limitless and I was having fun experimenting when I was working in the armory. This is where I found what I was going to add to the bracers.  
 
    Taking out more mana crystals I focus on my Mana Dispersal ability. Then I condense the mana needed to fill the sapphire on the back of the bracer before pushing it into the gem. The process fills its charges and makes it self-charging. Dolan must have taken his cue from my wolf-girl’s jewelry because all the gems set into the armor match the armlets that I had made for her. Next I finish the STR enchantment for the stat on it. When I’m done, I have a brief respite before the other bracer is done, and I get to work on it. This one gets the Weaken Defense spell and another STR enchantment. Now I get to view the new set of braces in all their glory. Well, after Timbre insists I soul bind them to her along with the helm. 
 
      
 
    Reinforced Shadesilver Bracer (Left): A bracer reinforced with mithril to increase defense and durability. Enchanted by a talented intermediate level enchanter for strength and to weaken magical defenses. Heavy Armor. Requires 35+ STR to equip. Item Class: Superior. Durability: 150/150. Armor: +100. +5 STR. Active ability: Weaken Magic Defense: Temporarily reduces magical defenses of the target by 5%. Charges: 200/200. 
 
      
 
    Reinforced Shadesilver Bracer (Right): A bracer reinforced with mithril to increase defense and durability. Enchanted by a talented intermediate level enchanter for strength and to weaken magical defenses. Heavy Armor. Requires 35+ STR to equip. Item Class: Superior. Durability: 150/150. Armor: +100. +5 STR. Active ability: Weaken Defense: Temporarily reduces armor value of the target by 5%. Charges: 200/200. 
 
      
 
    Timbre is practically bouncing from foot to foot with excitement as I examine my handy work. It’s cute to watch but eventually I take pity on her and hand over the gear. She immediately straps everything on, storing away her old stuff. Not wanting to waste any more time, I give a quick wave for us to get moving. “Thanks Dolan. See you later.” He has already gone back to work and just waves us goodbye as we leave the smithy.  
 
    Leading the girls out of the keep I’m surprised to see another lamia in the main square. I had seen her before so that isn’t the surprising part. What surprises me is that she isn’t running and hiding from us. During the trek from Efftin to here I saw her a few times, but she always kept to herself and avoided people as much as possible. Now though, she is headed right for our group. It’s true that she is doing it slowly and with obvious nervousness, but something has drawn her out.  
 
    Stepping forward to meet her I’m stopped by a hand on my arm. It’s Azzaria and she is watching the woman as she approaches. Looking a little closer I see that the lamia is looking at Gem and studiously ignoring the rest of us. Not wanting to frighten the skittish lady I stay put and observe. She has pale skin, pink colored eyes and white hair. It all leads me to believe that she’s an albino. The white colored scales on the lower half of her body with the faint yellow striped pattern would seem to confirm the assumption.  
 
    With her long white hair covering part of her face she stops to stare down at the ground in front of Gem for a moment. Eventually, Gem takes the initiative to start the conversation. “Hello, I’m Gem. What is your name?” 
 
    “P-P-Penelope. I-I-I wanted to a-a-ask about the clans in the sands.” She stutters a little, but her voice is a pleasant soprano. After she peters out, Penelope looks like she is about to bolt any second. 
 
    “It has been some time since I was back in the sands, but I will tell you what I can. What would you like to know?” Gem is polite and tries to draw her fellow desert dweller out of her shell. 
 
    “The Sheridan. D-d-do you know anything about what h-h-happened to my clan?” I can tell it’s hard for her to speak about it, but she gets the question out anyway. 
 
    Gem nods her head in a way that seems a little encouraging before responding. “I had heard some things about the Sheridan clan. A long time ago they had a raid by humans that took a few of their people. After that they survived and moved away from the oasis on the edge of the sands and keep to the interior. I don’t know of their current fate, but my tribe traded with them once.” 
 
    Penelope gives Gem a soft smile and then looks around to the rest of us like she just noticed we were there. Quickly she averts her eyes to Gem. “T-T-Thank you.” Then she is retreating quickly to a small road leaving the square between two buildings. 
 
    Now that the pretty albino is gone, I turn to Gem. “Any idea what that was all about?” 
 
    She takes a moment to answer, just staring after the departed woman. “Her clan is known for having children like her. It isn't a lot, but there are a few among them without color as she is. This is very rare with all other lamia and highly desirable to slavers. Years ago, when slavery started becoming big business back in Riverock, slavers started appearing around the desert east of the capital. That's when her clan was attacked.” For a moment Gem just stared off into nothing. She must have heard plenty of horror stories about that time from her own clan. On top of it all she was one of those that was lost to the greed of humanity before we came along. 
 
    “When my clan traded with the Sheridan clan, they told stories of that time. Apparently, only a few people were captured at the start of the raid, but the slavers had soldiers to back them up. The human soldiers followed the Sheridan clan as it retreated. They were very persistent and lost almost a third of their men to the dangers of the desert before they gave up the chase. Most think they were after breeding stock for the rare-colored lamias. Ever since then their clan stays to the interior of the sands even though there are fewer resources.” 
 
    With nothing to really say about that we all went silent. Gem led us all quietly to the entrance I created for the dungeon. Nodding to the guards as we pass, I finally speak up. “I planned on making a trip to the desert to meet up with your clan Gem. Maybe we can get news about the Sheridan clan while we are at it or, better yet, find them ourselves.” 
 
    Gem shakes her head at that. “It would be extremely hard to find them. Unless you can fly or something, there is too much area to search.” 
 
    Her statement reminds me of something, and I smile to myself. Before Thia can say anything I mentally send her the equivalent of a head shake. We look at each other and I put a finger to my lips. She just shrugs and we follow down the tunnel to the room at the bottom. Inside there are another pair of guards and, like the ones at the entrance, they just nod to us and remain at ease. We stop and I can only look at the swirling mass that is the portal into the dungeon. It’s beautiful and ephemeral, like gossamer clouds pressed into a sheet. 
 
    ‘Back into the breach’ is all I can think at that moment. Might as well get this thing started. Not like it’s the first time for any of us, though it’s supposed to be bigger now. After giving the girls a wink, I step through the archway to appear in the safe room once again. The rest of my party joins me a second later.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When we start the dungeon, expect it to be different from the previous runs, but we are disappointed. Shortly after entering the dungeon it was obvious the first couple levels would be the same. One advantage to this is that it allowed us to pass through rather quickly. The monsters inhabiting the first couple floors were all a couple levels higher in strength than before, but for our current party that was nothing. It still took us the whole day to traverse the many caverns and branches. 
 
    This takes a little longer than it could have because I insist that we should clear all the monsters we can. The whole point of this trip originally was to get stronger and pick up a level or two. Just because we now have an additional goal doesn’t mean the old one is obsolete. Better to be stronger when we face the unknown floors anyway. Plus, with the time dilation in the dungeon it isn’t really much longer on the outside. The two additions to the party and our higher average levels made it slow going for our leveling too. 
 
    We had cleared out the entire first two floors and were currently fighting the floor boss that was the final one before today. The lich was actually at Level 22 this time. Having IMA change the dungeon so it could adapt to the level of those that entered was a big help when it came to leveling or this trip would have been hardly worth anything so far. IMA told me earlier when we were all preparing for the day that we met the highest level that the dungeon could adapt to before its evolution. Now though, the floors after this would have even stronger enemies to face. 
 
    Azzaria gained a level earlier so she is at 21, along with Ian. For me I was just shy of leveling up. Gem was just behind the rest of us and this run had nearly caught her up. She said she made it to 19 earlier in the dungeon dive. I was also able to share the quest for the dungeon so we should all get a decent boost from that too. The whole thing and the ease of our run here is making me wonder if I should fill out the party. Two extra people and the fights that were difficult are now completely manageable. With the fact that Thia and Timbre don’t count toward the party limit means that we can have an even bigger advantage than we currently do. Something to think about later when there is time. 
 
    The lich was a pain in the ass with all the adds and what not, but it was still an easy fight. Gem kept everyone healed up and threw a Life Bolt out occasionally to add some damage. Azzaria was constantly pummeling any undead with her own life magic, only using her bow on targets that it made sense to. The zombies allowed her to open up with her bow. She was really dishing out the damage on the zombies of the first floor, but hitting skeletons with arrows, even life imbued ones, wasn’t very effective.  
 
    Ian was a surprise on our trip today. He had obviously improved a great deal since I last saw him fight during our rescue mission. He used two daggers that looked like ornately carved bone and their blades wavered beneath a black flame when he attacked. When we move into the second floor with the skeletons, he switches out weapons for a pair of metal batons that glow an icy blue. His sneak attacks had been extremely effective in shattering skulls before the monsters knew he was there.  
 
    As for me, I was enjoying myself from the back of our group. I stood near Gem, Thia, and Azzaria with us spread out in a line. Felt a little like my old VR gaming days as I stood there nuking Tearyl the lich from a distance. Timbre was killing it with her new gear and increased skills. She was buffed up with everything we could put on her along with my new Divine Retribution buff. With her Bone Armor active she was even able to take the hits from the bone mech covered lich during that phase of the fight. 
 
    On the last phase of the encounter Tearyl switched from Timbre and attacked me with that powerful dark beam. The same one that nearly did me in last time. I don’t know why, but it seems like everything remotely strong that we fight eventually switches targets to me. Thankfully, my staff’s channeled shield spell is up to the task now. The beam of pure darkness is fast but I’m a good distance away. Dodging the first shot was a close call but it was unavoidable on the follow up attacks. Hunkering behind the flaring blue barrier in front of me I brace against the force of the attack.  
 
    “Burn it down with everything you got!” I yelled to the others as I watch concentrated Dark magic break against my protection. It’s taxing to hold against the force of the attack and the drain it’s causing, but with my improvement since last time I’m able to withstand the magical bombardment. I could even attack if it wasn’t for the fact that I can’t see anything. I don’t want to fire off randomly and possibly hurt an ally. This isn’t like a video game where my magic will pass right through my own party. Friendly fire is very much a possibility. Content to just hunker down, I wait out the boss. Soon, the magic attack ends, and I get to see the final moments as the lich crumples into a limp pile.  
 
    We loot the bodies of everything and store it away. There is no spellbook from the lich this time, and nothing much of note. I figure that the only reason we got it as a drop the first time is because of the first-time bonus. There was some jewelry that we let Gem or Ian take if it was an upgrade, but mainly we just collected coins. No rare crafting ingredients this trip so far either.  
 
    That does remind me though. When we get out of here, I will need to check with someone about what was collected, other than the money from dungeoncrawlers. I haven’t been told about anything dungeon delvers wanted to keep so I assume there hasn’t been much to hope for. As per the agreement for using the dungeon, people will be required to turn in high-value items—like spellbooks—as tax, and they will be reimbursed for a portion of their worth. They can appeal to me if they wish to keep it, but that hasn’t happened yet. It might be that an item wasn’t useful to the party that found it though, so it’s still worth checking into. 
 
    Despite the ease of our trip through the dungeon this time, it has been tiring to do so much in a single day. Everyone else is feeling it as much as I am from the look of things. I can tell that even Timbre is running on empty, though she is trying to hide it. “Let’s head down into the safe room and get some rest before we continue on.” It’s a testament to how tired they all are when I don’t get anything but small nods from everyone. They all follow after me as I lead us into the next safe room. It’s at the bottom of a stone staircase that spirals downward, much like the one that led to the core room we discovered on our first trip but much shorter.  
 
    The new room is like the first one we entered, even down to the portal that was there.  The only real difference was the staircase we came down that entered through an arched doorway with the exit portal to the right and a door to the left. Stepping to the side when I enter, I look to the rest as they file in. “If anyone has second thoughts about continuing, now is the time. Feel free to walk out the portal if you wish.” Looking between those gathered in front of me I don’t see anyone moving. If anything, a few faces look offended that I would ask.  
 
    “Good to have you all with me then. Let’s get settled down for the night and get some rest. We’re in a safe room so there isn’t a need for guard duty. We should get an early start so rest up.” The next hour or so is filled with setting up a camp, cooking dinner, and sharing stories around a magically conjured campfire. Eventually our night wears down and we head to our respective tents to get some sleep. I can't help but think that the only thing missing from our night was a couple of beers. Maybe I could get a couple of kegs of ale to store away for times like this. 
 
    The night was thoroughly enjoyable. It also gave us all a chance to get to know each other a little better. Gem and Ian shared a few stories around the fire and fit in with my party far better than I could have hoped for. It’s obvious they are into each other too. They were still in that awkward stage of their relationship where they danced around the fact that they were in one. It usually stems from fear, fear that one person in the relationship isn’t as invested as the other. I’m just glad that this particular stage was short lived in my relationship with Azzaria. Sure, it took days for us, but these things can really drag on sometimes. 
 
    The two lovebirds go to their own small tents, and the rest of us go to our large, magically constructed tent with a full-sized bed inside. It actually made me feel a little sorry for the other two people in our party. Maybe I could gift them something small with the same storage enchantment that is on the armlets I gave the girls. There isn’t a lot of orichalcum left in the treasury to work with though. A pair of rings will work—unless I can get a new source of high-quality metal for something bigger. Rings won’t have the capacity of the armlets, but they will definitely be useful to Ian and Gem. 
 
    With others in hearing distance we didn’t indulge in our usual games, but there was a lot of fondling and cuddling involved before all the girls fell asleep. Taking advantage of the comfortable moment between my paramours I opened my system messages for the day. During our fights today I switched up the magic I was using constantly. With the ability to imbue divine magic into any spell I cast I was adding life magic to everything, but my favorite are lightning spells. They just look awesome, and imbuing the spells causes the normally golden color of my electrical discharges to take on other hues. 
 
    With all the experimentation it’s no surprise that just about every type of magic I have access to improved other than Death magic. For obvious reasons, I didn’t use Death spells on zombies or skeletons. Also, the only Death spell I have at the moment is Drain Life. Would that even work against the reanimated dead? I wasn’t keen on finding out if there would be some weird side effects from that sort of attempt either. What life is there to pull from the undead, and would it be some twisted facsimile that infects my own body? No thank you. 
 
    Other than Death, all of the different magic types I have access to gained at least one level. Even Abjuration got a level from using Mana Dispersal to soften the lich’s attack on my shield. Neutral, Time, and Transmutation all gained two levels as they got more use than most of the others. The biggest gains were from Air, with my excessive use of lightning spells, and Life. Air gained 3 levels and Life picked up an impressive four. 
 
    The difference in just training and testing yourself against live enemies is becoming apparent to me on this trip. Even my recent upgrades to learning speed didn’t provide this level of results when I was only training against dummies on the training grounds. Despite all the increases, I didn’t have anything in storage that I qualified learn now. I always like gaining new magic so I’m a little disappointed. It’s a good thing for perfect recall or the large number of spells I already possess might get hard to remember.  
 
    There was also an increase of 2 levels to my enchanting skill from the work I did this morning, and Light Armor Mastery went up a tick. I don’t know why the last one improved since I didn’t get hit, but I’m guessing that just fighting in that type of armor is enough to steadily improve it after learning the initial ability.  
 
    The high-pressure situations also seem to help with my overall mana-handling skills, as evidenced by my new level in Advanced Mana Control. Ever since it has been combined into the new version of the Ability it has been far more difficult to improve. The results are a little more noticeable for each level up though. I can tell that controlling mana is far easier with each level in the ability. I’m not the only one that has received increases in the last couple days, Thia has been improving too.  
 
    From reading the messages about my Familiar I see she has increased Zapp to Level 17, an increase of two. Ball and Chain also received a bump of three, making it currently Level 8. She was using this a lot because of the concussive force it created on groups of skeletons. Chain Lightning and Ball Lightning also got a single level up, bringing them to 10 and 5 respectively. The final messages are the whole reason for entering this dungeon. Hopefully I’ll be seeing this at least once more before leaving the dungeon. 
 
      
 
    LEVEL UP! 
 
    You have increased your level by 1. 
 
    You are now Level 21. 
 
    As a Void Human, you get 6 points to apply to your Stats, and 1 Celestial Mage Talent Point. 
 
    As you are a Mage, +1 INT +1 WIS are allocated. You currently have 4 undistributed SP, and 1 undistributed Celestial Mage TP. 
 
    You can distribute these from your status page. 
 
    Continue to increase your level to follow the path of true power. 
 
    Fight for the RIGHT to survive! 
 
      
 
    LEVEL UP! 
 
    Your Familiar, Thia, has increased in level by 1. 
 
    Thia is now Level 21. 
 
    As your Familiar, she gets 5 points to apply to her Stats, and 1 Talent Point. 
 
    Thia currently has 5 undistributed SP, and 1 undistributed TP. 
 
    You can distribute these from your Familiar’s status page. 
 
    Continue to increase your Familiar’s level to follow the path of true power. 
 
    Fight for the RIGHT to survive! 
 
      
 
    Absolutely giddy with the new utility that Thia will gain, I skip right to her talent tree. Quickly I place the one TP she has into the talent we have been eager to get since it was revealed: Mount From. It doesn’t seem physically possible, but according to the description Thia will magically increase in size until she is big enough to carry two people. There is a note at the end that says some skills will be restricted when she is in that form, but the second tier will remove that restriction and she will be able to carry three people. At this point, having a mount that flies could save us a lot of time. Time that could be better spent on much needed training. 
 
    Moving on, I go back to Thia’s status to distribute her points. This is unexpectedly difficult. With her new ability to carry passengers I’m wondering if her physical stats need to be higher. Without having her take a flight I don’t know what I should do. Her skills are all magic related so one way or another I need to keep increasing her mental stats. With that logic I add one each to INT and WIS. After that I flip flop back and forth between what to do with her remaining 3 SP. Eventually, I just take the leap and add two to STR, and the final one to VIT. By the time we get out of here and she has an opportunity to use the talent it’s likely she will have another level to work with. We can save those SP to see how a test flight goes.  
 
    Closing out the status page for my familiar I move on to my own. Looking at the SP to distribute I find myself with a new reason to increase STR. The armor Dolan and Jerick are working on for me will probably have a decent requirement to wear without penalty. Without seeing the completed set I don’t know how high the requirement will be, though Dolan mentioned it should be around 20. Having faced a similar dilemma just a moment ago with Thia I follow the same path. Two points go into STR and the remaining two are split between AGI and VIT. 
 
    Now for my own talents. I still have another tier to go in Spell Armament before it’s maxed and allows me to reserve a total of six spells. I used the talent today and it was really useful. When arming a spell for later use it’s like I cast it and the spell gets suspended in time just before release. Then there is a sense of it waiting for my command to use it, which took a little getting used to the first time. At four, I’m pretty happy with the results but getting the upgrade to the extra two is on my list of things to do.  
 
    On the other hand, I plan on doing a lot more traveling, and a full day is a long time to wait between portals. It only takes a moment and a quick look at the newly available talents to make my decision. Upgrading Spatial Door causes a flood of new information about the spell. It all allows me to cast the spell more efficiently. When I check my grimoire, I find that the cooldown dropped to 16 hours from 24, and the cost went from 1000 MP to 750 MP. Pretty good, but the third and final upgrade for it will be my next expenditure. 
 
    Now that the decisions are made, I look over the talent tree again. The branches that I’ve been following don’t have much to show in the way of talent options. There is one under Spell Armament that looks interesting, but I would need to finish that talent first. Under the elemental branch that I followed and started with Cloak of Elements is another talent. It doesn’t look very interesting. It’s called Active Camouflage and the description says it causes Magic Armor to match colors with the surroundings, making it difficult to see the person with it. I don’t really do the stealthy thing much though. Plus, I have people for that.  
 
    The big reason I’m not very interested in the camouflage is that I have Light magic now. The first spell I learned from this type is Illusion and, though I don’t have it now, I’m hoping to get true invisibility through this. There is a split on the elemental path there too, where one branch goes to the talent I can see and another one skips this tier of the tree and disappears down into the fog. I’m interested to see what other options there are on that path. 
 
    The same kind of split also occurs under Spell Armament. The visible talent is one that I plan to get eventually, called Temporal Empowerment. It basically says it will increase the potency of my Time spells. That talent has two points and will take me to Level 25 if I finish it off after Spatial Door and Spell Armament. Then I can take a peek at the next set of available talents before deciding a path forward in my Celestial Mage class. Done planning for the future, I close everything out.  
 
    I lay there snuggled in between three amazing and gorgeous women but unable to fall asleep. My body is tired, but my mind is just spinning away. At first it was all about my growth for the next few levels. Then it turned to the future of Thunderbird’s Roost. We keep building it up—but can we do enough to defend it before something else comes knocking on our doors? And how far do I want to take the town? Will we stop at making it a safe place for refugees from other kingdoms or will we make it a kingdom of its own? Would that make me king? What an absurd thought that is. All I know is that this place has what is most precious to me and I will do whatever is necessary to protect it. Eventually my mind runs down like a clock that needs winding and I pass out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    “So, what do you think we will face on this floor of the dungeon?” Azzaria asks this question to everyone. Sitting around having breakfast was quiet until she spoke. My lovely high elf companion was just voicing what we were all thinking about though.  
 
    “I don’t know Az. It could be anything really, since this is an undead themed dungeon.” In truth I did have a few ideas for progression, but I didn’t want to voice them out loud. My mind was coming up with some really messed up stuff and I didn’t want to risk the dungeon hearing and understanding enough to manifest them. “We’ll just have to find out soon.” Better to remain quiet and hope for the best than to summon the worst with speculation.  
 
    “Vol.” The voice comes from the chair to my left. Its rich and sultry in a way that I always find exciting, but seldom hear. My head whips around to look at Timbre. She rarely speaks, preferring action, but that only means that whatever she says is important. Most of the time at least. Turns out she is a lot more vocal in private, though there usually isn’t a lot of words in there. When she sees that she has my attention, and everyone else's for that matter, she continues. “My shield and hammer...changed?” 
 
    Her words are a little confusing since they look the same. Timbre herself seems a little confused about it, but it could be that she doesn’t know how to describe what she is seeing, new to speaking as she still is. “How did they change?”  
 
    In answer to my question she picks up the shield Dolan made for her. “It can do this now.” Holding the shield face to her audience we all get a good look at the new capability. The shield ripples, like the still surface of a pool of water when a stone is tossed in. The effect only lasts a fraction of a second before Timbre thrusts the shield forward and spikes jut out of it for a serrated shield bash. 
 
    It only takes me a moment to understand what happened. After all, something similar happened to my staff. “I get it. They leveled up. Like my staff did when it gained the Transform ability,” I say and hold up my bracelet/staff. “So, what can your hammer do?” 
 
    A small smile lights her face, and she nods. Then Timbre pulls out her weapon. She stares at it for a moment and then it begins growing. Soon it has added another foot or more to the handle and the head is thicker and heavier looking. Timbre quickly gets up from her camp chair and takes a couple two handed practice swings. “Nice! I bet you can really lay into something with that. You should make sure to train with it when we get home so you can get used to it and switch mid fight if need be.” 
 
    “Oh damn!” comes an exclamation from Azzaria. When we all turn to her, she holds up her dagger and bow. “My weapons are Level 2 now too.”  
 
    Without thinking about it I turn to Thia. She is the only other person beside me who has a soul-infused weapon. Either she guessed what I was going to ask or came to the same conclusion as I did, but she was already reaching to pull out her weapons. She looks them over with her golden eyes and then looks up to us. “Mine too.” 
 
    The next few minutes are spent going over the changes to Azzaria and Thia’s gear. For Azzaria’s bow she said it just had an increase to damage, accompanied by a higher draw weight. For the poniard she carries as a backup weapon there was a small reduction to cast time as the new feature. For Thia, her wand got the same thing as my staff. Now the wand sits as a bracelet around her wrist, a perfect ring of elementium. The casting orb she has gained a novel trait. The ball of titanium that floats over her shoulder now grows spikes all over it on command. With a thought Thia can send the orb darting forward to strike anything that gets near. She tells us that it has a very short range though. 
 
    While everyone else is checking their items for improvements, I check mine, as well. I imbued a soul into both my staff and dagger last time we were in the dungeon. My staff had immediately leveled up, but my dagger still hasn’t had any increase, even now. I’m disappointed, but there is nothing I can do about it at the moment. There is no way that I know of to see how far away from its level up an item is, so I just try to put it out of my mind. 
 
    Finished with the new excitement we get back to the next step in our trip: Entering the third floor. “Is everyone ready to get started?” I’m met with expectant faces and a chorus of assent. I nod at Timbre, who has her shield on her arm again, and her hammer in its one-handed form. She opens the door and steps through. We all file through quickly and stop in the hall. It’s empty. I don’t know why I was expecting there to be enemies here. There wasn’t anything right in front of the doors for the other two safe rooms either. 
 
    Instead of letting me relax, the empty corridor only ratchets up my anxiety. It’s the unknown that gets to us the most. It would be one thing to know you are going into an impossible situation. You can mentally prepare for it. With the unknown it’s just a yawning void of infinite possibilities waiting to suck you in. Keeping her shield up Timbre advances slowly and Ian stealths before scouting ahead. It isn’t long before Ian reappears near the first turn in the cave tunnel.  
 
    Our resident rogue puts a finger to his mouth to call for silence and then kneels down. As we get closer, maintaining some semblance of a formation, we get a better look over Ian’s shoulder at what he is doing. There is a little tile of stone that looks like the rest of the floor that he has removed. Underneath is a device composed of small parts. There is a spring, a metal hook, and other purposely made bits of metal. There is also a vial of ominous looking red liquid. Timbre stops us a couple feet away as we all see the trap. 
 
    No one makes a sound for the next couple of minutes until Ian lets out a sigh and stands. In his hand Ian has the mechanism he removed from the little hollow in the floor. “Firebomb trap.” His voice is a low whisper that we can barely make out. “Not very powerful but still a pain in the butt. It wouldn’t have killed anyone, but it would have hurt and alerted the zombies around the corner.” He emphasizes the point with a head nod to where the tunnel turns. 
 
    We perk up a little at that last bit of information. Zombies sounded like a step back from the second floor. Still, we’re all glad to have a little bit of knowledge going forward. “That doesn’t sound so bad,” says Azzaria. 
 
    Gem shakes her head and looks to us. “I don’t like it. We fought them on the first floor. There just has to be more to it than the first-floor monsters repeated with higher levels.” 
 
    I tend to agree with Gem on this one, but we need to keep going. “Yeah, let’s keep a lookout for anything different and stay cautious. Did you see any more traps between us and the zombies you saw Ian?” 
 
    “No, but I can’t see magical traps.” At this confession Ian is looking decidedly uncomfortable. 
 
    “I might have something that will help. Never tested this on magical traps though.” Not wasting another minute, I cast Mana Sight on myself. For a second nothing happens. Then a soft glow starts coming from everything. I’ve gotten better at controlling the spell now. Before, the dungeon was almost blinding with the mana everywhere. The muted spell helps me see the mana around me, but it’s all filtered down, so I’m not blinded. 
 
    Looking around where we are, I don’t see anything that could be a magical trap. At least I don’t think so. The vial of red liquid in Ian’s hand has a little more than the surrounding area but that is it. Of course, I’m ignoring the shine of all our enchanted gear. Taking a soft step forward I peek around the corner. The zombies are a way off, and I take the time to examine the space between us. Nothing. Moving back, I indicate that we’re clear with a thumbs-up and take my position in the formation once more. 
 
    Ian stealths but stays right behind Timbre and to the left a step. Even though he is right in front of me I wouldn't be able to see him if it wasn’t for the party system of this world. I have an innate sense of where he is, and it gives away the shimmer of his outline. With the zombies on the first floor we would just get in range and unleash as many ranged attacks as we can. Following this strategy, Timbre leads us forward until we are just in range for all of us to attack. 
 
    Without needing to signal each other our attacks leave at the same time. A dark green tinged Forked Lightning leaves my hand, arcing down the corridor. The branching electricity bounces and connects to four of the zombies in front of us. The two that are on either side of the group were too far away to catch in the spell but four out of six still isn’t bad. My spell is first because of the speed but Azzaria’s arrows are right behind, glowing the dark green of Life magic. These two attacks get their attention, but before they can move toward us Thia’s attack hits. 
 
    A basketball sized blob of churning electrical sparks collide with the zombie in the middle. It explodes and knocks down the original target. The initial explosion also catches all the other zombies. Three more smaller balls of lightning slowly float away from ground zero and connect with three of the still standing zombies. The secondary explosions of arcing light are smaller than the first, but they create an overlap that still catches all the zombies in it. Thia’s Ball and Chain skill is always impressive, with multiple explosions of arcing lightning filling the target area. 
 
    From the first salvo, four of the six monsters are smoking on the ground and the other two are staggered. This isn’t the end for any of the zombies though. They all recover alarmingly fast. That is when I realize what we are really dealing with. These aren’t the same movie shambler type zombies we faced before. These are all runners. The kind of zombies from some apocalypse movie where a virus has made the human population feral beasts. They are slavering, rabid dead that can swarm you before you know it. 
 
    Upon this realization I immediately cancel the Forked Lightning I’m trying to cast and switch tactics. My Earth spell is released a couple seconds later but that still wasn’t fast enough. The two that were still standing launched themselves across the intervening distance at inhuman speeds, getting passed where the Quicksand forms before it can finish. Timbre wasn’t slow herself though. She quickly jumped in front of the charging pair with her Rush skill. 
 
    Using her momentum from the skill, Timbre turns it into a shield bash. Spinning with the movement of her shield she swings low with the hammer. Her weapon sweeps the targets legs right out from under it. By this time the other zombie track star had passed her, but she raises her head and howls like a wolf. The glowing of her throat and the unearthly resonance of her howl indicate her Primal Howl skill was used. The one that passed her on its course toward Thia turns back to attack Timbre, only to be met with a Shield Projection. The whole thing happened so fast and I can’t help but be stunned by the masterful work. I’ve got to say; the precision brutality is pretty hot. 
 
    Thankfully, only the first two made it through the quicksand and the other four sank. Persistent as only the dead can be, they kept clawing and trying to free themselves, and it was working. They would eventually get free, but it gave us time. Azzaria pauses to use Roots on the downed zombie so that it can’t get up. After that Thia, Azzaria, and I use ranged attacks to burn down the zombies in the quicksand while Timbre and Ian take care of the other two. When all the zombies that were stuck in my control spell are dead, we turn back to Timbre, who is fighting the last one. Before we kill it, again, I take a second to use Identify on it.  
 
      
 
    Undead Revenant, Level 21. HP: 12%. 
 
      
 
    With everyone focused on a single weakened monster it dies only seconds after I read the information on it. We loot everything as the bodies dissipate into motes of light. They all dropped more coins than the previous floors, but it isn’t much individually. All together from the whole dungeon it would add up though. “Nice save there with the Quicksand Vol.” That is followed up by a slap on the back from Ian. 
 
    “Thanks Ian. Good thing we were cautious though. Even with my quick thinking two of them were fast enough to get through.” I shake my head, still in disbelief of how fast those things were. “Now we need to come up with a plan for these things. They didn’t seem too difficult when we split them up and used range attacks. What does everyone think?”  
 
    Azzaria chimes in at this point. “Sounds good. I can keep rooting when I have a chance. I can also aim for joints to possibly hobble targets.”  
 
    “I have Hamstring so I should be able to hobble a few targets too,” chimes in Ian. That’s a classic rogue move so I’m not surprised.  
 
    Giving Ian a nod I turn to Gem, but Timbre speaks up. “I can handle at least two if you let them through for me.” 
 
    To that I can only chuckle for a few seconds. “Yeah you can! I saw what you did to those two that got through before my spell took effect. That was awesome!” I shut up before I go all fan girl on her. She seems to be enjoying the attention though, if the blush on her cheeks is anything to go off of. Everyone else amiably laughs at the interplay.  
 
    “As I was about to say,” Gem finally gets out. “I also have the Roots spell, so I can help. Blind is something else I can use to incapacitate a target.” 
 
    I look around to all the faces in my party and only see resolute expressions. Everyone is ready to go. “Alright, we’ll let Timbre tank two and control the rest of them. Thia, you use your area attacks while Azzaria and I work on the same target from range. Ian, make sure you work on the one Timbre is attacking. Any questions?” I wait a moment and when no one says anything I wave Timbre on. 
 
    We continue in formation down the hall until a bright spot on the floor becomes visible to my Mana Sight. “Stop.” My voice isn’t loud but the effect on everyone else is instantaneous. Now that everyone else has stopped I slowly step forward to examine the glowing spot. It looks like a spell circle drawn on the ground, but it’s all blurry. I can’t make out the runes drawn there with the glow from the dungeon itself, but I know this is probably a magical trap. “Ian.” When he comes over, I continue, “Can you tell if there is a trap here?”  
 
    The rogue looks at the spot I indicate and squints a little. He takes a minute to inspect the area but finally shakes his head and addresses me. “I can sort of feel something is wrong there now that you pointed it out but not really anything else.” 
 
    “Okay then. I’m pretty sure there is a magical trap there and I wanted to see if you were able to tell. Maybe when your skills improve, you’ll be able to find magical traps, but for now, I will keep watch for them.” I wave Ian back and crouch down near the trap. Guessing that traps are basically magical wards I cast the new spell my Abjuration magic has. Break Ward forms a connection between me and the spell circle. I can feel mana leaving me and bombarding the stored mana in the floor. The energies are canceling each other out. I sense that I could push more mana down the link and speed the process up, but this is a trap. If I rush it, I have a feeling the chances of a catastrophic failure will increase.  
 
    About 160 MP and half a minute later the trap is completely gone. “Okay, it’s gone now.” 
 
    Timbre leads us farther down the hallway and we soon have a new group to fight. This one only has five of the revenants in it. Ian stealths as Azzaria, Gem and I line up, casting our buffs on Timbre. She gets her own buff off and is then covered in Bone Armor. I give a quick count on my fingers and on three we all cast. Three of the five are soon entwined in roots that broke through the caves floor to bind them in place. The other two start their run at us and Timbre throws a Shield Projection at one before using a Rush and Shield bash combo on the other. Just like that she has control of the two loose monsters as they try to bite and scratch her. 
 
    I turn away to my own task and let loose on the nearest revenant bound in roots. First is a greenish colored fireball that gets them all burning, then comes the green Lightning. I use the single target spell so Azzaria can follow along. We quickly burn down the one enemy as they all tear and pull at the roots holding their legs in place. Just as we kill the first one the other two get free. Damn things dart toward us with a speed that nearly defies belief. We learned from the first time though, and I cast a Quicksand between us and them shortly after the fight started. They may be fast but they’re not smart. 
 
    As the now-free revenants run headlong into the snaring spell that I left for them, I take a quick look at how Timbre is doing. One of her opponents is down too and she is trading blows with the other. Ian is a blur of motion behind Timbre’s target, stabbing and slashing at the unfeeling dead. Just like the floors above, the undead here are of all different races and the one they are taking on is a short and wide dwarf with a beard and baleful purple glowing eyes. No matter how much he spits and foams he can’t get past Timbre’s shield as she holds him at bay. 
 
    Back to my own fight, I cast another Life imbued Fireball. The spell impacts one of our struggling opponents and kills it instantly. The splash of flames reignites the other revenant and the three of us focus on it. Each of us gets off a spell and I even see a Life bolt fly out from behind us to finish off the undead. That came from Gem, who was only needed for minor healing throughout the fight. I guess she was getting bored. Timbre also finishes off her foe a second after us. 
 
    Now that we had a plan to handle these things it was mainly rinse and repeat. We also had to look for traps now, which there were plenty of. There were at least one or two between each fight now. Traps were annoying because they could be anywhere. The mechanical variety were often on the ground but not always. The magical traps were everywhere though. On the ground, on the walls, even on a large rock sitting off to the side once. Another time I had to stand on Timbre’s shoulders to take care of a magical ward set on the ceiling. The good news was that my Abjuration magic was getting a workout. 
 
    At the first intersection we take a left and continue on. Soon we see the familiar signs that one of the worms could be near. Stone gives way to a dirt floor and we keep going, on alert for the burrowing enemies to surface. This tunnel doesn’t end in a blank wall like the upper floors though. The corridor opens up and soon there is a room about 20 feet tall and fifty feet across. In here the ground is all dirt like the tunnel except for an island of stone in the center with a wooden chest on it. The chest itself is flat like a footlocker and only about two feet squared, with no lock holding it closed. 
 
    As we slowly approach the island in the center, I feel shaking under my feet. If I wasn’t expecting it, I would have been swallowed right there. As it is, I’m barely able to dive off to the right. My Haste spell that I have been using saves the day again. When the worm bursts from the ground where I was standing, I’m airborne, but I still get scraped by a gnarly tooth as I clear its mouth. Pain lances up my calf and thigh to my brain causing me to hit the ground in an uncoordinated heap. 
 
    Scrambling to my feet I watch as the battle begins. Timbre uses the combo she has been fond of lately to plow into the head of the worm with a shield bash that gets its attention. Its head rears back from the impact but not by that much. That gives me the opportunity to see how much larger this one is compared to the ones we fought in the past. The ones upstairs were about as big around as an oil barrel, but this one had to be twice that. I quickly snap off an Identify to see what we are dealing with.  
 
      
 
    Plagued Mature Tunneler Worm, Level 22. HP: 8%. 
 
      
 
    Next up is Ian, appearing from stealth to land on the worm’s head. He digs in with his daggers but the thick skin of the still living tunneler barely lets them sink in more than a few inches. Meanwhile I’m standing there confused.  It only has 8% health, but we have barely gotten started. From Ian’s attack I can tell this guy isn’t a pushover, so why was it already hurt? Could it be related to its plagued status? I’m broken out of my confused contemplation by a shout. 
 
    “Vol! GET IN HERE!” yells Azzaria. “We need an opening! The skin is nearly impossible to get through!” 
 
    Despite it having low health, the tunneler worm is battering Timbre around. Every swing of its massive head with the puckered mouth hole of serrated teeth staggers Timbre. Her shield is protecting her from most of the damage, but she is constantly off-balance and unable to mount any serious counterattack. On top of that, everyone else's attacks are only causing minimal damage. We have a strategy for this from the second floor, but I need to make a hole in the worm’s defenses. Azzaria is right to yell at me, I need to get my head in the game. 
 
    Creeping off to the side, I get out of the immediate area the plagued beast is thrashing around in and aim. The spot I’m targeting is close to the ground where the worm came out. The lower half is still submerged beneath the ground so the spot I’m aiming for can’t move around very much. Finally, I have the angle that I need I release the Mana Bolt spell I’ve been overcharging. Even overcharged like that it has no chance to get through the dense hide of the worm. Enough Mana bolts can do much more though. The first overcharged spell created a small divot in the skin and each successive explosion of mana, though small, deepens the wound. 
 
    Mana Bolt is the first spell I learned and the weakest attack spell in the book. There are a couple things it has going for it though. Because it’s the first spell any mage will learn it’s also the easiest to cast, and the fastest. It’s also a neutral spell so most things don’t have much of a resistance to it. This is the case with the tunneler worm, which doesn’t notice the tiny attacks at first. But as I machine gun Mana Bolt after Mana Bolt into the same spot the damage can’t be ignored. My success of breaking through the skin is rewarded with a horrible grinding screech that nearly blows my eardrums. But how sweet the sound of impending victory. 
 
    Now that I’ve made a hole, I switch spells. A long ice shard launches into the weak spot I’ve created and sticks there. The tunneler rears back again to roar in pain. Timbre capitalizes on the free moment and jumps in front of me. Her shield disappears into her inventory and her hammer lengthens. Pulling back with both hands, she takes a mighty swing. The head of her hammer connects with the back of the Ice Lance and the end of the large ice shard shatters, but most of it is intact. The remaining spike of ice sinks another foot into the tunneler’s flesh. 
 
    Suddenly, the thrashing worm swings in a large circle around it. The action clears everything away from it, including Timbre and me. My sexy beast companion was in front, so she took the majority of the hit and collided with me. Even Ian was thrown off his perch from the force of the movement. As I climb to my feet, I check the HP of the plagued beast. One percent left. The thing keeps thrashing around so all of us ranged damage dealers start firing. All of our attacks barely do anything. It’s Thia that is able to land the kill, her Zapp lands directly on the leftover chuck of ice in its side. 
 
    A spasm overtakes the giant toothed earthworm and then it shudders before limply falling on its side. After waiting for a moment and watching the unmoving monster, we all turn to the treasure chest. We approach and I refresh my mana sight. Not seeing anything of concern and having opened a few chests in this dungeon I don’t think about it much and pull out my dagger like I usually do. I pound on the lid a couple times to test and then open the top. 
 
    Inside are some coins—mostly silver and copper, but there are a few gold coins, too. This isn’t much to me, but to anyone else this is quite the haul. It’s also a few times what we saw in the two treasure chests from upstairs. There is one other item in the chest too. On top of all the coins is a mace with a round, spiked ball at the end. Hefting the mace up I test the weight. It’s low quality and not a suitable weapon for any of our group, but it’s made of shadesilver. “This ought to work for materials. I’m sure Dolan can melt it down and re-forge it into something worthwhile.” 
 
    A scraping sound stops any comment the others may have had. Turning around slowly, I’m kicking myself right now. I knew something seemed odd about the fight, but I still turned my back on a big monster of a worm in an undead dungeon without seeing it break down into energy. When I get a look at the source of the sound, I can’t really say that I’m surprised. The Undead Mature Tunneler Worm is now picking itself off the floor. There is a purple tint to the once brownish gray skin. As its head gets to full height once more, about ten feet off the ground, a purple gas starts leaking out of the mouth.  
 
      
 
    Undead Plagueworm, Level 22. HP: 100%. 
 
      
 
    “Um, did anyone know that was going to happen?” Ian sounds nervous. 
 
    Everyone just shakes their heads as we watch the fully changed monster shake itself and then let loose a shrieking roar toward us. A dark green glow sweeps through our party and I look to Gem. She shrugs before answering casually. “I hadn’t topped us off after the last fight.” 
 
    I quickly turn back to the new monster and see the last few feet of the head slip back down into the ground. “Damn it. Gem, quickly get on the stone before it gets to you.” Having cast magic when none of the rest of us were fighting it likely drew the ire of our opponent. Having your healer swallowed by a huge subterranean garbage disposal is bad news for any group. Thankfully the rocky platform the chest is on has enough room for her to slither into a coil on top of it. Now that she is off the soft soil it’s a guessing game as to where it will surface. Considering my track record, I fully assume it will be me. 
 
    I feel a rumbling in my right foot and quickly jump to the left. It wasn’t me that it was coming for though. Timbre was standing next to me and has switched back to the shield. When the segmented terror breaks through the ground she hops away. She isn’t fast enough to avoid the attack, but she is able to wedge her shield between them. There is a gong sound as the solid worm crashes into a slab of mithril. The force of it still causes Timbre some damage but she is knocked away without being chomped on. 
 
    We all back away from the monster and Timbre howls as she gets to her feet. Reorienting of Timbre, the thing opens wide and bares its blender for a throat. Even at an angle I can tell that its teeth line the whole throat down into darkness. Azzaria starts firing arrows into the mouth. Using Lightning I target the slowly melting ice shard still lodged in its hide. I’m joined by Thia, who’s Zapp also hits the weakness I created. Azzaria on the other hand has taken a different tact. A barrage of arrows flies from her as fast as she can send them, every third one glowing with a green light. 
 
    Now we are doing some damage. I move along the outside of the fight and get to the other side as everyone hammers on the huge creature. Ian isn’t doing anything and looks kind of anxious. I guess I’d look like that if I couldn’t do anything except get in the way. I can fix that for him. When I’m behind it, probably, I release another machine gun attack of Mana Bolts. A few seconds later there is a hole in the hide where I’m aiming. Maintaining the attack for a few more seconds I widen the hole and start moving again. 
 
    “You got that Ian! Get in there.” Without needing further prompting he disappears, dropping into stealth. No doubt it’s for the bonus to his attack when he strikes the first blow. Reaching the spot opposite of Thia I repeat the stream of Mana Bolts once more. Before I can finish it this time, I hear a shout from Timbre. Looking to the sound all I can see is a purple cloud where she was. Crap! The damn thing is spewing this purple smoke and spinning. I try to get back, but it comes my way first, and I get a good dose of the purple worm-breath before I’m clear. 
 
    Nausea floods my gut and I want to puke. I don’t give into the urge though. Fighting through the feeling I focus on the new icon under my HP and MP bars at the corner of my vision. Vile Plague is the name I’m shown. It’s causing me to lose HP every couple of seconds and inflicts intense nausea. It can stack too. The description I get doesn’t say how much it will stack but it could be really dangerous if we let it get bad enough. Thankfully, the diseased gas dissipates quickly. 
 
    Taking in the situation I glimpse Timbre back in front of the worm and exchanging blows with it. Other than me and Timbre I think Ian is the only other person to get caught in the disease. Gem is already cleansing and healing Timbre, though, so I’m not worried much. Back to my task I resume the attack on the same spot as before. When done a couple seconds later I hold my hands palm down over the ground. Pumping as much mana as I can into a single spell without it failing, I cast. 
 
    The torrent of mana I used dives into the ground and shapes the earth as I desire. A moment later my Earth Spike juts up from the ground, a massive pointed cone of stone. The tip slides into the wound I created and continues in. The force and mass of the stone actually shoves the Plagueworm to the side, throwing off one of its strikes at Timbre. She capitalized and an over hand hammer strike sends the monster’s head into the ground at her feet. A quick check of the things HP shows it is down to 19% from our efforts. 
 
    Raising its disgusting head back up to full height, it quickly brings it down again, hard. The ground shakes and my Earth Spike cracks, breaking completely a moment later when the worm twists. Everyone is thrown off their feet as a result of the shaking. All but Gem that is. Then it points its mouth to the cave ceiling and exhales. A plume of purple breath flows up and hits the roof. As it spreads out above us it begins to fall, spreading disease to a large area. Gem had just cleansed the rest of us and now the debuff is back. 
 
    We get back up and start attacking again. The point of the Earth Spike from before is still lodged in it so I hold my arms out again. Casting another overcharged Earth Spike into the lodged stone breaks the tip off of the new one but does drive the old spike even farther in. The worm screech/roars again and thrashes some more. It swings around and bashes Timbre away once more. She hunkers down behind her shield, though, so she only takes a few steps back. The rest of us were already out of range, except Ian. 
 
    Ian was really going to town on that spot I weakened for him. I don’t know if he was trying to impress Gem or prove something to all of us, but he was giving it his all. Maybe he just has a great work ethic. Whatever the case was, he was so into it he didn’t see the head coming toward him in time. The hit takes him off his feet, and Ian goes flying. For a second I thought he was going to hit a wall, but he lands a few feet short and less than half his HP. A second later a green glow brings him above 60% again. Our enemy’s last little bit of HP is quickly removed by us ranged fighters. 
 
    With a resounding crash to the floor our foe drops again. This time we all wait for the colored lights to start leaving its body before we relax. “That was a pain in the butt. Let's do it again.” The levity comes from Ian who is looking a little ragged after his trip across the room. Gem has everyone back to full health soon after the fight and I’m looking over the loot from this thing. There is an ingot of shadesilver in the loot and one other item. It dropped a tooth with a purple tinge to it, a crafting ingredient.  
 
      
 
    Plagueworm Tooth: The tooth of a Mature Tunneler Worm that was converted into a Plagueworm. Crafting ingredient. Item class: Superior. 
 
      
 
    The tooth looks interesting and I think I have an idea about how it can be put to use. It’s as long as my forearm and comes from a beast that chews through rock. Sounds like a good candidate for making weapons out of. Ian was looking pretty jealous earlier when my girls were talking about the evolution of their soul imbued weapons. I can tell he wanted to ask me to do the same for him and his daggers. I think my position makes him reluctant to ask. Also, he really wants to stay on the team since he knows Gem will be on it. 
 
    So far, I’m very pleased with Ian’s performance. I plan to keep him on and now I have a good idea for a welcome aboard gift. I should also look into upgrading Gem’s weapon. If they want to endure the pain, I’ll dig out a part of their souls to place in the weapons too. As I walk with the girls back the way we came and down another side tunnel I think about Gem. She seems to like using a mace to cast with. Maybe I can get Dolan to whip up something for her. Other than that, she could use a casting orb, too. I’ll look for one in the armory that has the same floating enchantment, maybe I can learn it. 
 
    Then, we are back to fighting more revenants again. The layout is all different on this floor, compared to the others. This caused a lot of backtracking to make sure we covered the whole floor. We get to fight a couple more of the Plagueworms, but we don’t pick up any more teeth as loot. These fights were a lot easier too since we spent the first portion of it with me opening holes in the hard, outer hide of the worms. Then, when the things rise up for a second shot at us, we start in with the damage, spending as little time as possible in a cloud of diseased gas. What we did get from them was shadesilver ingots. 
 
    In a chamber twice the size of the one with the first Plagueworm is another chest but two worms appeared this time. It was a tough fight because Timbre couldn't take the hits from both at the same time, so we split them up. Ian volunteered to keep one of them busy while we handled the other. When I say he volunteered I mean that one of them attacked him from under the ground when we were spreading out. He got a couple slices in on it that didn’t cause much harm and then ran away. He runs away, and the worm submerges to try and catch him. This continued over and over as we dealt with the second worm. 
 
    When both Plagueworms are dead we sit on the floor to recover. Ian in particular is out of breath. He probably has the highest AGI of any of us, so he can keep ahead of the attacks from below. But it is still taxing. A moment later I gather the loot off the ground. Two of the teeth this time, one from each worm. There is also another ingot of shadesilver from both. I walk up to the chest and give it a few pokes before reaching down to flip the lid. I don’t get the chance though. The lid opens on its own and inside it’s lined with teeth. There is a glimpse of pink beyond that before I throw myself back. 
 
    I land and roll away from the threat. The others all jump at my sudden movement, but they all look confused. “Mimic!” I shout to them. “Kill it!” Everyone turns to the chest where I’m pointing in time to see legs unfold from the bottom and it stand. There are four clawed feet that remind me of a dinosaur. They are attached to short legs at each corner of the chest shaped Mimic. The teeth around the lid are yellow and rotten, about four inches long. And the eyes are inside the mouth, looking at all of us from the back of what might be called a throat. 
 
    I got careless. I’ve been checking chests and never had any of them been a problem. Losing focus nearly lost me a hand this time, possibly more. Everyone is staring at the creature, unmoving. For a second I wonder if the thing has some sort of mind control and froze all my party members. “What are you waiting for? ATTACK!” That breaks them out of their stupor. I get to my feet and pop off Identify before joining in on the fight.  
 
      
 
    Mimic, Level 24. Floor Boss, HP: 100%. 
 
      
 
    The floor boss already? There were still a few more side tunnels we hadn’t explored yet and there was no door to indicate a boss fight for this room. It must be because the Mimic is an ambush predator. Well, it worked. We got healed up after the other fight but none of us had regained our mana yet. We weren’t empty but most of us were down to about half and I was at 60%. Not optimal for starting a fight with the strongest enemy on the floor. 
 
    No choice but to start the fight now. The Mimic is a chest and has no arms so you would think it’s easy to kill. You’d be wrong, like I was. It’s surprisingly fast. Timbre is able to block the bites with her shield but whenever she tries to counter the Mimic is able to evade. She does clip it a few times but does very little damage. Ian is also quick and can Backstab the Mimic regularly, but the strikes don’t do much against it. Azzaria, Thia, and I don’t have that problem.  
 
    Thia is flinging feather blades at it with her Knifewings talent then using Bladestrike to strike the embedded feathers. This delivers the attack deep into the target before it disperses electricity throughout. Azzaria is casting Roots on the Mimic in an attempt to help Timbre by slowing it down. Each time she does, the clawed feet tear the roots apart and it breaks free. After a few failed attempts she sticks to firing her bow, the arrows alternating between the glow of skill use and the green glow of Life magic.  
 
    For me, I start alternating spells to see what works the best. I hit the fake treasure chest with ice, lightning, earth, and dark magic. What worked the best though was fire. Makes sense I guess, since it’s a wooden chest. At least it looks like one. When I realize this, I summon a Salamander, and we both bombard the boss with Fireballs. The boss isn’t a pushover though. At one point, a long, fat tongue shoots out of its mouth and knocks Timbre’s shield to the side as it lunges. The unexpected move allows it to get through and bite her leg on the thigh. The boss isn’t there for long because Timbre swings her arm out to the side and then back into the Mimic.  
 
    The blow tears it off her and causes blood to flow heavily from the wound. Gem is on it though. One after another, my beast companion glows with dark green light as she is healed. The Mimic is down to about 60% HP now and it starts to shake. Dancing around makes it hard to target but it looks like it’s in pain or something as it spasms and convulses. This goes on for about five seconds before it stops dead. What follows is a disgusting shift as the floor boss contracts and morphs, pulses and grows.  
 
    Settling down, the mass of flesh, bone, wood, and everything else settles into a hunched figure. When it straightens once more, we are all shocked. It’s Timbre in all her glory. She is copied from fury ears to the hammer and shield she carries. The only thing that tells the difference between the two is that the real Timbre has her Bone Armor active. The grin that the Mimic gives us is a cruel rictus of Timbre’s real one.  
 
    Before any of us recovers from the shock, the boss rushes Ian and shield bashes him away. The strike does about 20% damage to him, but Gem doesn’t have a chance to heal him because she is the next target. The Mimic makes a beeline for her, shield forward and hammer back in preparation to swing. Timbre isn’t fast enough to intervene, and the boss passes her before she can get in its way. Gem is busy healing everyone, so I use Folded Space and put myself between the enemy and her. 
 
    I’m barely able to get my staff’s Mana Shield up in time to block the charge. Even still, the floor boss uses an unexpected tactic. I take the hit from her copied shield and shift my protection to the hammer headed my way. I’m successful in blocking the hammer but Timbre’s fake, grinning face lunges forward to sink her teeth into my shoulder. There is a sensation of pressure and sharp points of pain. I think my armor and Mana Barrier stop most of her teeth, but the elongated canines definitely get through. I try to push her off, but the boss won’t let up. 
 
    A hand reaches around the top of the fake Timbre’s head and grabs an ear. I know for a fact that they are very sensitive, at least for the real one, and the reaction from the Mimic looks like the weakness is mutual. Screaming out in pain, the Mimic is dragged away from me by the real Timbre. She flings the floor boss down and shield bashes it in the face when it rises. Jumping in as fast as possible I point to the boss and cast a Fireball. It seems to do less damage than it did before when I was attacking an animated treasure chest. 
 
    I cycle through spells again coming up with Lightning as the best option. Timbre and the monster exchange blows against shields and hammers, but randomly, the boss strikes out at Ian or someone else. It had a nasty ranged attack where it threw the hammer at someone and it returns to its hand like a boomerang. The boss was also inordinately strong. Every hit Timbre catches on her shield takes a portion of her HP, requiring Gem to heal her again. Between that and the random damage spread around our party Gem is fully occupied. 
 
    At 50% HP the boss changed it up again. Roaring at us in a voice much lower than would come from the original, a shock wave of sound hits all of us. It puts me on my butt along with Ian and Azzaria. Gem seems to be very stable with her snakelike lower half and Timbre is just strong. We get back up and continue beating on the boss. At about 30% HP the Mimic sweeps the legs out from under Ian when he goes to attack her back. Again, the boss lunges forward to bite. Ian only barely gets his arm up to protect himself before his throat is ripped out. 
 
    This time our opponent doesn’t hang on. It jumps back again to start another round of writhing. Not going to wait around for it to finish, we all continue attacking with spell, arrow and steel. We actually bring it down to 20% HP before it’s finished. The form it takes this time is from Ian and I can only assume it takes the form of who it draws blood from. 
 
    Ian is quick, but this thing is now faster. On top of that, it’s flipping all over, evading our attacks and slashing everyone for small wounds that are adding up. Damn. If I were to guess I would say that it amplifies the strengths of whoever it’s mimicking. The Salamander that I summoned has been casting fire constantly and is becoming a hazard to the party as it tries to target the fast-moving boss. Sick of it, I decided to try something to reduce its mobility. 
 
    The next time he swoops in to attack me I don’t even attempt to defend, trusting in my Magic Armor and Mana Barrier to keep me alive. I cast a spell, holding it back from release and building up the mana used in the spell circle for it. When there is a sharp pain in my right calf, I turn on my left foot and release. A torrent of frost envelops the Mimic covering it from head to toe. The slowing effect is compounding and making it easier to hold the cone of frost on him until the spell runs out. 
 
    It bounds away from me at that point and goes for Gem again. This time I don’t interpose myself to protect her, I send Buffet through Folded Space to push it back, right into a shield bash from Timbre. Staggered, the floor boss stops moving for just a second. That is all Azzaria needs to do her thing. Roots burst from the ground and entangle the boss. Disoriented as he is the boss doesn’t free himself immediately. Lightning from me and Thia smashes into him a second later. Then Ian appears again, behind the boss, with both daggers embedded in its back. 
 
    The boss is in the red from the multi-pronged assault and Timbre is happy to finish it. She’s airborne already and comes in like she has a grudge. Then again, she very well might have one for using her body to attack me. Timbre is super protective. A two-handed hammer that is glowing with the Power Strike skill comes down on an elfin head, which crumples under the stress. “Damn mimics. I always hated those things back home.” The others look at me a little odd but only for a minute. What might have seemed odd back home makes sense here in a world of magic and monsters. 
 
    In the back of the room a door appears and opens slowly. “It has been a long day, but I still want to clear the floor before we move on. Does anyone have any objections?” I look to the others and Gem just lays out on the floor. 
 
    “I’m in, but first we should take a break,” says Ian. 
 
    “Fair enough, but we should loot first.” My suggestion is met with a few groans, but everyone gets up to explore the room. The boss dropped a ring that is for AGI and Ian gets it, Azzaria said that she has better already. For the room itself there was a hidden cubby in the floor that had a necklace enchanted for WIS. It’s more than the one I have on now, but it doesn’t have any INT or AGI on it, so I let Gem have it. Plus, you want your healer to have as much mana regeneration as possible for staying power. There is also a good amount of money that the boss dropped, and Ian found in a different hidden compartment inside one of the walls. Adventurers willing to risk coming down here could be quite well off, but I suspect the wealth is partly due to this being the first time clearing these floors. 
 
    After a break to recover mana we head out again. We backtracked and killed revenants down other passages. We handled one more plague worm too, granting us another ingot of shadesilver. There wasn’t anything other than that though. Soon enough we are back in the chamber where we fought the floor boss and heading through the door that opened up. Taking another spiral staircase down to a safe room, we set up for another night in the dungeon. 
 
    After a breakfast for dinner prepared by the lovely Azzaria we sit around the magically conjured fire. The fire is a product of something the girls purchased while I was enchanting on the morning we left. It consists of a plate of metal and a fire stone in the middle. The enchantment on the plate focuses the energies from the stone to produce a campfire sized blaze, useful for cooking or just hanging out. Clean energy is abundant on this planet and this simple example makes me wonder about my world of origin. 
 
    Pulling myself away from contemplation I tune in on the conversation happening around the fire. 
 
    “So, what does your brother want to do, Ian?” Gem asks, looking at him and leaning forward, interested. 
 
    “Well, he wants to start an adventurer party. We originally started in the guard because there was no guild around to register with. On top of that, the guards were the best way to train in Efftin. Now that there is a guild, he wants to go for it. He offered me a spot on the team, but that never really was my dream.” At this point he looks around at us all and seems to get a little embarrassed. He doesn’t stop the story there though. “Plus, if I can stay with all of you, I doubt I will wish for adventure.” 
 
    There is a round of laughing here. Sometimes the funniest things are the ones that are true. “You have a point there; I’ll give you that, Ian. And you are welcome to stay with us as far as I’m concerned. Any objections?” There are only smiles around the campfire. Gem’s is especially bright tonight. “That’s settled then. Time to get some rest for the next floor tomorrow. It’ll be a long day because heading through the exit portal will bring us out at midday in the real world.” 
 
    “Can’t we camp out after the floor is complete, so we aren’t dead tired when we come out? That is what the other groups I entered with did.” Gem has a really good point. 
 
    Thinking about it, why not? “Right you are Gem. We still have the new dungeon boss to fight tomorrow so rest up and be ready.” Everyone else heads to their tents but I stay by the fire. I want to go over the gains for today before heading into bed. Azzaria calls back to me as Thia sends a questioning thought my way. “Are you coming to bed with us?” Timbre just looks at me with those bright blue eyes of hers. 
 
    “I just want to check my messages for the day before you all distract me. I was up late last night, and I won’t be able to sleep until I satisfy my curiosity.” 
 
    “I bet we can tire you out so you can sleep, beloved.” Azzaria’s sultry voice is definitely tempting, but a look to the other tents stifle that impulse. I’m not much for voyeurism. 
 
    “I’m sure you could, but that isn’t really my thing.” I punctuate my sentence with a nod to the other tents. 
 
    She gives me a little pout, but I can tell it’s just for show. Turning to Timbre, Azzaria gives her a look and a nod. Something is communicated there that I have no clue about. Timbre just inclines her head as though she understands and changes into her direwolf form. Thia and Azzaria then leave me and go inside the tent. Timbre lies down next to me and puts her head in my lap as I go through the system messages that I’ve been ignoring all day. I didn’t gain a new level but there were plenty of gains otherwise. Also, I’m up to 78% towards Level 22. 
 
    Thia had plenty of gains for her skills. About the only things that didn’t gain at least a level are Merge and Screech. The sonic attack meant for stunning targets just didn’t work that well in here. As for merge, it’s powerful and we need to practice it much more to increase the time we can spend in that state, but we are keeping it in reserve in case we need it. I make a mental note to use it as much as possible when we aren’t in a dungeon or enemy territory in order to improve it. The cooldown is still an issue, but it won’t get smaller unless we train the skill. 
 
    Her gains equaled two for Bladestrike, two for Knifewings, Ball and Chain got two as well, with Ball Lightning getting the most at three levels. All her other skills got one. What surprised me the most was that she even got a level in Ride the Lightning. I thought she was unable to use that ability when she was in a humanoid form. I was proven wrong today when a couple of our new revenant friends got loose and attacked her. The area effect spells she uses caused one of them to ignore Timbre a couple times to come after my shifted thunderbird familiar. Using “Ride the Lightning” had allowed her to easily avoid attacks. 
 
    For magic types I gained a single level in Neutral, Air, Fire, Water, Life, Death, Space, and Time. For Transmutation I gained two levels, but Abjuration was the big win today. All the traps that I dispelled jump started the growth for this type of magic. It gained three levels from the workout I gave it throughout the floor. Other than magic types there was a single level gained in my Advanced Mana Control and, for some reason, Magnetic Personality. The last thing that improved was Light Armor Mastery, which gained two levels. 
 
    There are a few spellbooks in storage that I’m finally able to learn now. They’re Sun Beam for Light type magic and Heal for Life magic. Once my curiosity is sated, I’m ready for bed. I can learn the new spells in the morning. Scratching Timbre behind the ear how she likes, I then get up and join an already sleeping Azzaria and Thia. Timbre follows right behind me, and when I lay down, she shifts again before snuggling against my side. “Goodnight Timbre.” I just get a lick to the side of my neck in response before I gently drift off to sleep. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 4 
 
    What madness is this? It’s like I’m a passenger in my own skin. Standing in the bathroom of my suit in the keep of Thunderbird’s Roost I look into the mirror. As I do, nothing is responding. Not in control of my body, I struggle to move, blink, scream or cry, but nothing happens. The reflection there shows me a familiar face, blank of any expression. As the panic rises within me there is finally a change. The emotionless face that is my own begins to stretch as the lips pull back in a smile. 
 
    The whole thing goes past happy to creepy really quick as the mouth goes too far into a manic sort of glee. There is insanity lurking behind those eyes, gleeful insanity. Seeing the absolute malevolence freezes me as I try to come to grips with the situation. What is happening? Without moving, the thing staring back at me begins to change further. The skin darkens and takes on a reddish hue. The forehead, my forehead, has two bulges that break the skin in a fine spray of blood to reveal black horns growing to a foot long and curling back. 
 
    Fear prevented me from accepting what I was seeing, but what came next solidified the idea and blew away my denial. The figure that was me in the mirror hunches over for a moment as something distorts the skin on his back. Once, twice the movement in the skin pushes outward. On the third time, great black bat-like wings burst forth. And I knew, I was the demon. Not in control anymore, the primal feelings of rage and calculation without morals rise up within my psyche. 
 
    The raw power of it was overwhelming at first, nearly drowning my sense of self. I lost track of everything for a time as I fought to remain myself against the onslaught. When I finally regain enough control to see what is happening around me, I find that we’re flying. Below is an endless plain of dying grass and gently rolling hills extending into the distance. There is a laughing sound in the air. Its dark and malicious sound floats on the wind for all to hear, and fear. There is another sound too. 
 
    In the grass below is a human in rough armor running like the devil himself is chasing. Maybe he is. “Time’s up,” comes the voice of the laugh, and I recognize it as my own. It’s twisted though, underlaid with a deep, harmonic, resonating voice. That is the only other thing said as the laughing starts up again. Diving earthward, I can feel the wind under my demonic wings and whipping through my hair as we descend. The human runs and becomes more frantic in his attempt to escape, but to no avail. 
 
    Coming down on top of the doomed person, I feel talons reach back, and then dart forward. My own hand, now adorned with black claws, comes into view holding a pulsing, bloody chunk of meat. Of its own accord, one of my legs kicks the prone man onto his bloody back. The face of my victim looks familiar as he gasps for breath, clutching his hands over his chest. For a brief moment his gaze focuses on the thing held out in my hand and all hope leaves his eyes. 
 
    The whole thing is set to the tone of deep ominous chuckles that build upon seeing the despair in the human’s expression. Soon it’s a booming laugh that embodies madness and cruelty. As the dead man becomes still, his body finally giving out, the heart is brought to my lips and I can feel sharp teeth tear a chunk from it as a coppery taste fills my mouth.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Coming to in the dark I suck in a huge lungful of air, like a drowning man surfacing at the last moment. Forcefully evening out my breathing I calm my rampaging heartbeat. That dream was intense. So much so that I was violently ejected from sleep. That is the second nightmare I’ve had recently with one of the bandits we encountered on the road to Riverock. I blew it off the first time, but this is starting to look like a pattern.  
 
    Next to me, Thia stirs. We converse through our bond, so we don’t wake the others. At first, she asks me, “What’s the matter?” 
 
    “Just a bad dream.” Then I send her what I remember of both the dreams. It’s a little weird to do it, like baring my private thoughts to the world. I trust her though, and we share everything with each other. It’s kind of hard not to when we’re psychically linked together.  
 
    Thia snuggles into my side. “Get some more rest Vol.” Opening her side of the link I can feel her sending soothing, warm feelings my way. Soon I was drifting off once again. 
 
    What felt like only a few minutes is all the sleep I get before someone is waking me up. “Time to get up,” comes a pleasant female voice, her hot breath tickling my ear. I feel her shift and then soft, warm lips are pressed against my own. I kiss her back out of habit and then Azzaria gets up.  
 
    Opening my eyes, I see my bed partners getting their armor on from their individual storage items, the articles of their wardrobe appearing on their bodies one by one. I never regret the build I chose in my talent tree when I see things like that. That one ability that I gained early on is probably the most powerful thing I have. Following suit, I get up and don my own armor. The women step out of the tent as I follow. Collapsing the enchanted tent is easy. With just a touch in the marked spot on one of the corners it folds itself up and I store it away.   
 
    We set up to cook breakfast and this time Thia joins Azzaria to help out. Meanwhile, I take a seat near the fire and pull out the two spellbooks I can learn. Heal is basically just a stronger version of Lesser Heal. It costs more MP to cast and it’s more efficient. Sun Beam is more interesting. The Illusion spell was useful for distractions and misdirection, but this is the first attack spell I have for Light magic.  
 
    The information I received from learning it and what I already know about light in general gives me a pretty good understanding of the principals for what the spell does. Sun Beam uses mana to gather and direct photons (the particles that are light). They will form an attack made of dense, fast moving particles in the direction the spell is cast. Normally light wouldn’t be very dangerous, but the more you concentrate it the more dangerous it will be. Basically, it’s a laser but not one strong enough to cut through anything like butter. At least not at my current Light magic level and INT.  
 
    As she is cooking Azzaria sees what I’m doing and hands off her duties to Thia for a minute. Apparently, I reminded her of her own advancement because she pulls out a spellbook and learns it. Before I can ask her what she learned, Gem and Ian join us. “Good morning, you two,” I greet them. 
 
    “Too early,” comes the groaning response from Gem. Ian just nods along with her. 
 
    I raise an eyebrow at them and turn to my girls. We look between us before looking back to Gem and Ian. After a moment they finally catch on that they are the center of attention. When they do, red colors their cheeks, only making us more curious. Eventually they get control of their embarrassment and tell us why they’re so tired. 
 
    “We may have had some trouble getting to sleep last night.” says Gem. 
 
    “We talked a little later than we realized.” Ian follows up on the explanation. 
 
    There is a moment of silence as the rest of us wait to see if that is all they are going to say. When it becomes obvious that they won’t elaborate further I address everyone. “Well, I hope you’re ready for today. We have the last floor of the dungeon to complete today, the hardest part.” Eye contact with each individual on the party comes next, to emphasize how serious I’m being. “Head in the game guys. We aren’t going to lose anyone here. Got it?” Everyone nods and I can see the determination written all over their faces. 
 
    After breakfast we all prepare in front of the exit to the safe room. We didn’t talk about what to expect on this floor because nothing we speculated about before helped on the last floor. It’s doubtful that it would be different this time. Soon we passed through the door and were in a different kind of tunnel than we saw before. The cave walls on the previous floors were bare except for the torches with the purple flames spaced evenly throughout the floor. On this floor there are no torches. There is plenty of light though, but it’s coming from a strange purple moss that is in patches all over. 
 
    Walking the halls with the glowing moss was creepy, even more so than walking through purple tinted caves with the undead all around. Another couple of traps block our way and test our skills before we find anything to fight. When we do, it’s something I had no precursor for. At first, they look like more skeletons, similar to the ones on the second floor. They were glowing just like the walls though. In fact, it was the same moss that covered the walls that coated the skeletons which were obviously our monsters for this floor of the dungeon.  
 
      
 
    Death Moss Soldier, Level 22. HP: 100%. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell is Death Moss?” I say it to the party after we have moved away far enough that we won't draw the attention of the group of five we encountered. Everyone else has blank expressions so I guess none of them have heard of it. “Okay, it doesn’t say that it’s undead and the actual enemy seems to be the purple moss covering the bones. Ian, I want you to try and cut the moss at the joints and see if you can cripple them. Everyone else just do what we did on the second floor.” 
 
    We quickly form up and advance toward the five monsters. Paying more attention to the moss covering the bones now, I can see that it’s all connected. The bones aren’t completely covered but the moss is like one continuous patch interconnecting the bones together. It’s also much thicker around the joints and glows a little brighter there. Giving Thia and Azzaria a look, I start an opening cast of Fireball. I figure that the moss is what is animating the bones so fire should be bad for it. 
 
    Just as we get in range and I start casting they notice us. As one, they all fix their glowing purple eyes on us. Without a sound they advance. Two of them step forward into a formation of their own. These two have shields and they raise them into a guard position. This is far more coordination than any of the other enemies we have faced in the dungeon so far. They aren’t fast but the organization they are showing worries me a little. 
 
    Launching the Fireball just over the heads of the front row of soldiers I arc it down. Good thing I have such good control on my magic from my high WIS. The explosion happens in the midst of their formation. The result causes them to stumble and they all catch fire. They still don’t make a sound though. Azzaria is having trouble getting through the shields with her arrows, only a few are hitting unprotected targets. She quickly switches to crowd control and roots one of the shield bearers. 
 
    Thia does better on her opening salvo than Azzaria. Metal shields don’t really do much to stop electricity. The ball of lightning impacts, and there is a burst of lightning that crawls over all the targets in front of us. 
 
    I keep checking the HP on our targets to determine what is working best. My fire did the most damage of anything so far. The lightning does pretty good, though I think it’s the fact that it’s burning the moss as it crawls over the bones that is the main contributor. Life magic is still doing a good amount of damage even though the moss is technically alive. My only guess as to why would be that it’s using death magic to animate the bones. There may also be an inherent dependency on the magic I don’t understand. Whatever the case is, I now have a decent idea as to what is working. 
 
    Before the targets reach us, I get the chance to cast once more. What springs forth is a wave of green fire that sweeps through the front line of Death Moss Soldiers and passes over all of them. Imbuing Life magic into fire felt a little weird at first, like the two elements don’t go together. It feels like trying to mix destruction and creation, but that changes when I think about volcanoes. The land surrounding those fiery peaks is some of the most fertile around. What was produced gave off the feeling of a cleansing fire. 
 
    There is another explosion of electricity after my spell does its thing and before Timbre howls to draw their attention. After that, we switch to single target attacks, so Timbre isn’t caught in the crossfire. For me I use Sun Beam imbued with fire. The result makes me think of it even more like a laser. The beam connects me to the soldier Timbre is working on and I play it over the creature. Wherever the red beam touches moss blackens and smokes. Any of it that catches fire goes out soon after though. It must be moist, not allowing the flames to stay lit for long. 
 
    Timbre is having a little trouble with all five of them at the same time and I curse our overconfidence. They have already shattered her Mana barrier and are consistently hitting her. We should have been controlling the number that could get to her. With Gem constantly healing Timbre from all the hits she is taking Timbre isn’t in any immediate danger, but our healer is burning through mana like crazy. An idea comes to me at that moment. Using Folded Space to get the best angle, I release an overcharged Frost that comes out next to Timbre. The cone of the spell is directed to catch as many of the death moss constructs as possible. 
 
    Soon, all of our enemies are covered in ice and moving very slowly. “Ha! That worked better than I thought.” I couldn’t help but shout out loud. It seems that the moist nature of the moss made it extra susceptible to the slowing effect of the ice spell. Just one of those examples where spell resistance of a certain type doesn’t stop a secondary effect. I’m sure that using something like Water Whip would be very ineffective. But Ice? That freezes the already present water and causes the joints to stiffen up, severely reducing speed. 
 
    With all of them slowed down so much Timbre is able to catch up. Her high AGI allows here to dodge most of the blows and she is catching the rest on her shield. All of the soldiers are equipped with a weapon. The Shield bearers are also equipped with short swords and two of the three remaining carry pikes. The last one swings a large halberd. The shields are giving Timbre the most trouble—even now that they have slowed down—so we all focus our single target attacks on them until they’re gone. 
 
    The three polearm wielding soldiers have range on our resident tank, but that doesn’t bother her. Slowed down as they are, she doesn’t have any trouble blocking a jab to slip in close. One of them is already immobile as Ian sliced through the moss holding one of its legs on. A deflection and a shield bash knock the crippled monster down, then Ian pounces on it with a flurry of slashes that disassemble the skeleton. After that the last two are easily burned down with the combined fury of our attacks. 
 
    When all of them are down, we loot the dissipating dungeon mobs for a silver each and recap. Its quickly decided that I will cast Frost on them all after my opening salvo and we’ll control a couple of them afterward. The goal is to leave two or three weakened ones for Timbre to handle as we take them out one by one. With a plan of action, we all move forward again. More traps, a lot more. It’s as we’re moving through the halls to our next group that Ian calls a halt and speaks to me. 
 
    “Over there. Do you see something?” He is pointing to a spot on the wall to our left and down the corridor from us a little. When I focus, there is a glow. 
 
    As I slowly approach it, I can see it’s another one of the magical wards that marks a trap. “Good job Ian. Did your trap detection ability level up or something? This is a magical trap.” 
 
    He gives a little chuckle before answering. “It leveled up a lot actually. All this practice down here has done wonders for my abilities.” 
 
    “Good to hear. Let's double check it a few more times before we send you off to scout on your own. I don’t want you getting in trouble because a better hidden magical trap gets you.” To this statement, he nods, and we move forward again—after I dispel the trap, of course. Ian still scouts ahead but stays close, so I can warn him of any magical traps he might miss. 
 
    Ian is back after a few minutes of us moving forward cautiously. “We are clear to the next fight, but you need to take a look. These ones aren’t like the other ones we fought.” 
 
    The next group of Death Moss Soldiers we see are a whole different situation. Our rogue was right, and this floor looks like it’s going to keep us on our toes. They aren’t just more of the ones like before. Their information doesn’t change, but this time they aren’t humanoid bones from dwarves, orcs, humans, and elves. This time we face animal skeletons. There are a couple that look like small bears, a wolf and a couple ape-like ones. The ape skeletons are holding weapons, spears to be specific, but the rest aren’t. 
 
    At a loss for words I just stand there for a moment. We’re just around the corner from our next challenge and I’m furiously thinking of how this could change our plan. “This won’t change the plan,” I finally tell the rest of our group. “The actual fights will be a little different, but the basic plan is the same. Hit them with area spells and I’ll Frost them all. Then we control a few with roots while we burn down the ones that are free.” Everyone relaxes a little as I’m laying it out and they’re ready to go by the time I finish. 
 
    We creep forward and I open up with Life Imbued Fire spells, first Flame Wave and the Fireball. Azzaria sticks to Life Bolt and Thia does the same as last time. Ian Stealths to get in position as even Gem casts a few Life Bolts to get in on the action. When the moss-covered animal skeletons advance, I’m relieved to see they’re together in a pack. The only worry I have with the plan is that they would separate like individual animals. Together as they are, it allows me to catch them all in the Frost that comes next. 
 
    They all take the slowing effect and crawl forward, the bears in tanking positions at the front. The monkeys and wolf are in position to strike in the gaps between the large predators. They don’t get much of a chance because roots erupt from the ground and entwined legs and spears to hold them fast. The three of them struggle but only the wolf is getting anywhere. The wolf will have to be next because he is biting and tearing at the roots. Soon it will free itself. Focus fire on Timbre’s target quickly removes one of the bears. 
 
    That is when the wolf shaped one gets free. My own wolf was watching and a glowing shield flies forward to hit the freed enemy. The moss-covered wolf skeleton rushes our tank, and it’s fast. Even under the effects of the frost slowing it down it’s quick. Undaunted, Timbre uses a backhanded strike from her hammer to throw the bear off-balance. She then uses the distraction to bash the incoming skeleton to the side. As her attacker goes rolling away the rest of us open up on it. 
 
    After that the fight was as we expected it to be. We killed the free monster and picked them off one at a time as we controlled the rest. This pattern continued through the hall, fighting groups of Death Moss Soldiers in all shapes and sizes. There were more humanoids and animals. Some of them were insectoid as well, controlling the large exoskeletons of beetles and spiders. For those, the moss is mostly on the inside of the hollowed-out chitin pieces, so we focus on the joints. The first intersection we come to, we clear the monsters there, six of them this time, and take the left tunnel as we have been doing. 
 
    As we advance there are a couple traps to disarm but nothing to fight. Then the cave dead ends at a set of big metal double doors. The whole thing is covered in the design of a head. It isn’t a human head though, too long. Sort of like if you stretched a person’s face so that it’s two to three times the length as the width. Even more grotesque are the sharp teeth that fill its extra-wide mouth. The mural is disconcerting but not as much as it could be. It’s missing something. Taking a closer look, I realize it’s the eyes that aren’t right. They’re empty and not in a creepy way either. 
 
    Sockets where something should go for eyes make the whole thing appear lacking in something. This has to be a boss room. On a hunch, I reach out and give the handles a tug. I can see the others tense up as I do, but nothing happens. The doors don’t even budge. “Nothing. I bet something is supposed to go in the eyes.” 
 
    “What do you think they are?” says Gem. 
 
    “I think this is the current dungeon boss room and we need to find the keys to enter before we can leave. My guess is they will be some kind of gems that will fit into those sockets.” 
 
    “Where do you think we can find them?” Azzaria asks. 
 
    Ian steps closer to the door to look as he answers. “The only branching path we found so far had three paths. This is one of them leaving two, and we need two of these key things. Anyone else able to guess where I’m going with this?” 
 
    Everyone nods along with each other. “Alright,” I say. “Let’s check out the other two tunnels then. We should also look around for clues before we go.” What follows is a quick check of the small chamber the doors are in. I’m about to call it and leave when Ian calls out. 
 
    “Hey, I’ve got something over here.” We all gather around him as he is kneeling near the wall to the left of the doors. He is poking at a section of the wall and after a couple seconds a small section about a foot squared flips like a revolving door. On the part that was obscured before is something carved into the stone. We all get closer to see what it is, and I can read what it says:  
 
      
 
    What is obvious is a lie; 
 
    What is secret the truth. 
 
    Find the secret or find your doom. 
 
    Find it in Death or death will find you. 
 
      
 
    “What do you think it means Vol?” Gem’s question is directed toward me, but everyone else looks pensive, too. 
 
    “I don’t know. I think it’s obvious there is some sort of puzzle here when it comes to the keys, or eyes, we need to open this door. Hopefully we can figure out what it all means as we go.” Everyone looks a little worried but nods along. “Let’s go—but keep a lookout for more hidden compartments or anything else like that. The mention of secrets tells me we should be expecting more traps.” 
 
    Within a few more minutes we are back in the chamber where the path forks. We search the area thoroughly, but there are no hidden compartments, caches, or doors. All that we find is a few wall sconces lit with purple fire and rough walls. Taking the next path, we fight our way through to another chamber, disarming traps in between battles. The enemies we fought were more of the same that we faced earlier. At the turn just before the final chamber Ian stops us to talk about what he sees there. 
 
    “There are a couple guys at the door. They look different than the ones we fought before, meaner. There are extra bone spurs coming off of them at odd angles and the moss is all glowing brighter. Past them where it opens up is a huge animal shaped one. Not just any animal either, we’re talking about a big snake.” 
 
    “Do you think the snake will attack us if we engage the ones at the door?” I ask Ian. 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe? There is a good distance between them. We may be able to pull them back around the corner before we draw its attention.” Ian looks unsure about what he is saying though. 
 
    “Worth a try. Azzaria, you want to give pulling them a shot? If the boss comes along with them call out. All of us will rush in to help so we can fight in the open space.” Azzaria starts pulling her bow off her shoulder before I even finished. 
 
    She may be doing more damage with her spells than her bow, but the stringed weapon does have a better range than her Life Bolt spell. “I got this.” With a kiss to my cheek she then draws her bow and steps around the corner. 
 
    The rest of us get ready and Azzaria quickly releases. We can hear a thunk before the rattling of armor. Azzaria jumps back to us and takes a spot in the back of the formation. A moment later the two that Ian mentioned come around the corner and advance on us. They’re both wielding greatswords with both hands and advancing side by side. These moss-covered monsters are glowing a brighter purple, like Ian said. The bone spurs covering them give a savage appearance to the human looking skeletons.  
 
      
 
    Death Moss Elite Guardian, Level 24. HP: 100%. 
 
      
 
    Strong, but doable. Plus, we outnumber these guys, so I don’t think we’ll have a problem. As usual we Root one and bombard the other with spells as Timbre howls to gain their attention. We work over the free one for a few seconds but the other one quickly cuts himself free and joins the fray. Timbre reacts quickly, showing off all that training she has been doing recently. Firing a Shield Projection to the left at the newly freed guardian stops its forward charge. She then spins to her right, using the edge of the shield to knock the sword from the other off course. Completing the spin and crouching down puts her in position to swing a backhanded strike that sweeps her opponent off its feet. 
 
    “Roots!” I call out. Then I use my own. A set of roots come out of the floor to secure the grounded guardian’s legs and mine quickly restrain its arms. Timbre is now exchanging blows with the still standing one. The battle is much easier now, and we all focus on our direwolf’s target. Sticking to my routine I cast a Fire imbued Sun Beam to cause constant damage. After some time, and another cast of Roots on the prone enemy, we kill it. 
 
    With only one to focus on it’s easy to kill, though it takes three times as long as the bears we faced before. This is partly due to the plate armor they were wearing on the chest, legs and head. The other reason is the higher level and overall toughness of these armored skeletons. I expected as much with elite in the name. When the bodies have dissolved into little motes of colored light, we pick up our rewards. Between the two of them, there are four gold coins, 12 silver, and 35 copper. A good haul, but not all of it. 
 
    Two other items drop from the kills and I take a good look before offering them around. First was a pair of leather bracers with AGI and a boost to stealth. Azzaria was interested, since the AGI was a little more than what was on her current set of bracers. She ended up giving them to Ian though. The second item that dropped was something she insisted goes to Gem. It was a ring that increased mana regeneration. We all quickly agreed to that and prepared to move on. 
 
    Stacking up against the wall near the turn I take a peek around it to get a feel for what we’ll be facing. Snake is right. Coiled up in the back of the open chamber is what looks like only a pile of bones at first. A couple of seconds observing the large mass and it resolves into a skeletal serpent wrapped in purple glowing moss. The eyes aren’t glowing though, almost like it’s sleeping. Once I’ve looked it over, I use Identify.  
 
      
 
    Death Moss Lieutenant, Level 25. Boss, HP: 100%. 
 
      
 
    Ducking back behind the corner we are stacked against I tell the others to check their messages and prepare. If anyone gained a level, they should get any advantage they can out of it before facing the boss. So far, my gains are good. I’m really enjoying the benefits of my new adaptation ability. For Time, Space, Water, and Fire there is an increase in a single level. There is a two-level increase in Abjuration and Life. Light has the biggest of all at three levels. That Sun Beam spell is useful, especially with its channeled damage on something that grows in the shade. Thia also gained a level in Zapp and Ball Lightning. 
 
    I didn’t gain a level, so I don’t have anything to distribute, but a quick check shows that I am 97% of the way to 22. Turns out, Azzaria did level up so we wait a few minutes for her to take care of it. When we’re ready to go, Timbre takes point, and we slowly walk into the boss room. As we advance the boss doesn’t react at all. At about thirty feet away from it, Timbre stops and looks to us. Keeping silent, we all exchange nods to indicate we’re ready and face our foe. 
 
    Our party’s ranged attacks all fly forward a couple seconds later. Azzaria is using her Life Bolt, I overcharged a Life enhanced Fireball, and Thia launches a ball of lightning. Our attacks hit close together and the boss is obscured from our sight for a moment as the magics create and impressive light show. Green fire begins to crawl over the snake, flaring brighter at Azzaria’s addition. The lightning ball hits, exploding and launching more balls to parts of the snake and exploding themselves. When the golden arcs of electricity subside, we can see the burning skeleton as its head stirs. 
 
    The flat head of the skeletal snake swings our way as the purple flames ignite within its eye sockets. The whole thing just confirms to me that it was asleep, as it shakes itself to wake up. The skull is flat and reminds me of a rattlesnake from back on Earth. There is a loud clacking that starts up as the boss monster uncoils. The creature’s head is attached to a spine that has ribs all along it. It’s these ribs that are banging against each other like some macabre xylophone as it moves to make the sound we are hearing. 
 
    As the boss is preparing to attack Ian reappears. He has pounced on the thing’s back and starts wailing away. After a couple slashes with his daggers it’s obvious that he can’t get through the thick moss holding the spine together. Ian quickly switches to his batons and smashes them into the bone in front of him. His mossy opponent notices the hitchhiker straddling its back and starts thrashing. Timbre arrives just then to help distract it, using a shield projection to smash the snout. 
 
    Focusing to the front once more it shakes its head and rears up to more than ten feet tall. Baleful purple fire eyes glare death down upon Timbre. She doesn’t even flinch and releases a howl to gain the full animosity of the construct. Ian now has the opportunity to continue his work. He is about midway down the body and beating on the bone there like his life depends on it. The rest of us try to stay out of the way and shoot magic at it. That's when the boss finally gets a turn. 
 
    Lunging its VW sized head forward it rams into Timbre’s shield. Normally this would be an issue for anything hitting that piece of mithril. For the moss snake, it barely seems to be stunned. Timbre, on the other hand, is flung back. Her back hits the ground, and she slides for a couple of feet before hopping up. The blow took about 10% of her HP but Gem hits her with a heal that nearly brings her back to full. A moment later another spell lands on our tank, this time a HOT (Heal Over Time) spell. 
 
    That one shot from the boss took down Timbre’s Mana Barrier and still hurt her. I’m worried that we’re in trouble if this is normal. Another round of spells peppers the beast as we target all over. With the shear size of it we can target with our area spells and not worry about hitting a teammate. I continue throwing green fire and Thia is launching Ball Lightning at the head and tail. Thankfully, when Timbre gets back into the thick of it, she can defend better. As she takes hits on her shield, she pushes them to the side, negating some of the force. 
 
    This continues for awhile as the ranged attackers in my party, including me, stay back and do our best to cause as much harm to the boss as possible while avoiding anything thrown our way. Timbre keeps it pissed and attacking only her and Ian is still on its back. When the boss is at around 60% HP there is a loud crunching sound. The boss freezes up for a second before flopping over unexpectedly. It isn’t dead, just rolling all over. Ian was able to jump free, but he still gets pummeled as it rolls over him. 
 
    Looks like the bone Ian was bashing finally broke. The bottom half of the snake past the point Ian was attacking isn’t moving properly. Luckily for Ian, he gets a heal from his paramour that keeps him alive. Also, the boss doesn’t keep up the roll for long. It quickly raises its head and opens its cavernous mouth. No sound comes out, but its flaming purple eyes flare, and four purple balls of flame exit its mouth. Expecting some sort of attack, now that the boss is at 50%, I am about to dodge when the would-be attack swerves away. Each of the softball size balls of fire takes a different direction and speeds off. 
 
    Confused at first, I quickly catch on when I see where the nearest one is headed. When we first entered, I didn’t really notice it, but there are bones in a few small piles around the room. They didn’t really register as a threat before because none of them were glowing like all the monsters on this level. That little fact changes quickly when one of the flames reaches a pile. The dormant moss strewn across the bones blooms into brilliant life, and the pile starts rattling around. I can hear this happening to other places in the room too. My mind is pulled back to the boss again as Timbre takes another massive blow to the shield that sounds like a gong. She doesn’t fall this time because she is braced for it. 
 
    “We have adds!” I yell out the warning and then try to think up a counter. “Timbre, stay on the boss. Everyone else, Roots and focus on Thia’s target.” At my brief shout everyone but Timbre picks a target from the four adds that are emerging. Soon there are four much smaller mossy bone serpents that are heading our direction. Three get stopped by our spells and plants restrain them in place. It’s the fourth that is taking gold colored feather blades which are quickly hit by lightning bolts. Gem switches to healing Timbre once again and Azzaria is piling on the damage to Thia’s target. Ian comes out of stealth a moment later and slices the head from the bone serpent. 
 
    As Timbre does her job to distract the boss, we’re able to repeat the process on the other adds. They aren’t very strong, but it does take precious time to deal with them each time. “I’m down to half my mana.” Gem’s worried announcement reaches us just as we finish the last of the additional enemies. 
 
    “Take a potion if you get to a quarter.” She returns my statement with a glance and nod. 
 
    Timbre hasn’t done much, but she was able to knock off an additional 5% from the boss’s health. With the rest of us switching targets its HP starts falling steadily again. At the base of its skull, where it attaches to the vertebrae, I focus a Fire-imbued Sun Beam, playing it over the purple moss that I find there. It blackens and dims down the more I work on it. At 25% HP the Lieutenant changes it up again. The purple glow intensifies further, and then beams of mana burst free from the brightest point a few vertebrae behind its head. There are four of them and they connect straight to the bones of the four smaller snakes we killed. 
 
    A moment later moss coated bones are flying this way and that, all headed to the boss. We all got in another round of hits and now the boss is down to 20% when the skill is done. There are now five heads to the same body, one car sized and the other four about football sized. They rear back as one and open with a rapid-fire strike at Timbre. All five heads hit, one after the other on Timbre’s shield. The force of it pushes her back and one of the smaller heads gets past the shield to bite her on the side. In the status for her that is in the corner of my vision with the rest of the party I can see as a new icon pops up.  
 
      
 
    Death Moss Infection: Infected with Death Moss Spores. Their Death energy is toxic and feeds off the host from inside, causing 5 damage per second. 
 
    This is permanent unless the source of your infection is destroyed. 
 
    After the death of the host the moss will be able to animate the remains. 
 
      
 
    Why does everything on this world want to take over someone else’s body. First, the damned Corpse Driver Beetles with their messed-up queen, and now moss? Whats next, a light based being that infects your brain through your eyes and optic nerves? Damn, that is pretty scary. Thankfully I’m brought out of the terrifying ruminations by being slammed across the floor, or not so thankfully. That one really rang my bell, but its teeth didn’t get through my Mana Barrier, so I don’t have the Infected status effect.  
 
    When I peel myself off the floor, I can see that the boss has attacked everyone while I was distracted. Ian and I are the only ones left who aren’t Infected, and it’s taking a toll on the others. Gem is putting a heal over time on everyone to help fight the damage, but she needs to focus on Timbre, who is now taking the full fury of the five-headed boss. With only one way to free everyone from the infection, I cast my magic and push more and more mana through the channeled Light spell.  
 
    A red laser targets the same spot as before, the base of the biggest skull. As the seconds tick by and my teammates’ heath falls, the light gets brighter and brighter. At one point, it starts to flicker, and a headache explodes behind my eyes. Recognizing the signs of imminent failure, I back off on the mana I’m pumping into it. At half HP the others down a potion and continue fighting. I can feel myself starting to get lightheaded when the boss is below 10%. And then the beam I’m firing off comes out the other side of its neck. 
 
    Like it’s in pain, the creature’s head raises up and the mouth opens wide. There isn’t any roar or sound from it, and I keep the spell aimed toward the neck until the head is completely sheared off. The 7% HP that was left disappeared and the glow from the moss fades away as the whole thing crashes to the floor. Before the corpse starts disintegrating, a round golf ball sized clear crystal rolls out of the mouth. It also leaves behind a white sash. I quickly Identify the items, but the crystal gives me nothing.  
 
      
 
    ??????? 
 
      
 
    Bone White Sash of the Wise: A white sash that is enchanted to help the mana regeneration of the user. Item class: Rare. Durability: 20/20. Armor +2. +5 WIS. +5MP per minute in combat. 
 
      
 
    We try to give the sash to Gem but she refuses. “Thia should get it. I already got a ring from earlier. And besides, I prefer heavier armor.” 
 
    That surprises me a little. As she is primarily a healer, I expected her to use light armor. “What about the penalty to your casting?” I ask her. 
 
    She gives a sigh and leaned back against the wall. We all take a break and listen to what she has to say. “My people have a natural boost to STR when we level. That means I get plus one to STR, INT, and WIS with 2 stat points to distribute how I please.” I had heard that this was the case with other races but that humans didn’t have a racial placement like that. Finding this information interesting I pay close attention. “Because of this, even our Mages like me wear medium armor. Almost all of our Fighters wear heavy armor. As for the penalty, we don’t really have to worry about it. First, the Medium Armor Mastery ability negates some of the penalties for the armor you wear. The other thing is that we tend to craft armor from hides and hardened obsidian.” 
 
    I start nodding as I catch on. “It’s because it’s stone, not metal, right?” 
 
    “Yes. There is a much smaller penalty for that than most metals. We also don’t wear any pants or boots so there are less pieces to compound the problem.” She looks off into the distance, not really seeing anything. “I miss my armor. They took it from me when I was captured. As a priest I was well respected in our clan. This means that I was given higher quality armor than most.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, we’ll get you some new armor. Hopefully better than what you lost. I already have Jerick working on some stuff for you.” 
 
    She gives me a bright smile. “I know! He had someone get me the other day to take my measurements. We talked about it and he already said he would work with Dolan to get me set up.” 
 
    And that is why it pays to have good people. “Great. And maybe we can get some of this a hardened obsidian for it as well. If you want it of course.” 
 
    “I would like that actually. Unfortunately, it has to be made from regular obsidian and it is extremely difficult to work with if you don’t have the skills for it. Also, it can’t be repaired.” 
 
    “Huh, maybe a more decorative than protective component then.” Thinking of Dolan reminds me that he was able to mix a little mithril into the shadesilver to increase the strength of the metal for Timbre’s armor. I wonder if he can do something similar to increase its magical properties. I still have a little starlite, but not much. There may be enough orichalcum for the task though. First, I will need to have the rings that I was planning to have made, and then see what is left. 
 
    After a few seconds of silence, I address the group as a whole. “Okay everyone. Take a few more minutes to rest up.” I hold up the round faceted crystal that I can’t Identify. “This is probably what we need for the dungeon boss door, but we need one more. That probably means another boss to defeat.” Opening my own messages, I see the one I was hoping for:  
 
      
 
    LEVEL UP! 
 
    You have increased your level by 1. 
 
    You are now Level 22. 
 
    As a Void Human, you get 6 points to apply to your Stats, 1 Celestial Mage Talent Point and 1 Divine Mage Talent Point. 
 
    As you are a Mage, +1 INT +1 WIS are allocated. You currently have 4 undistributed SP, 1 undistributed Celestial Mage TP and 1 undistributed Divine Mage TP. 
 
    You can distribute these from your status page. 
 
    Continue to increase your level to follow the path of true power. 
 
    Fight for the RIGHT to survive! 
 
      
 
    LEVEL UP! 
 
    Your Familiar, Thia, has increased in level by 1. 
 
    Thia is now Level 22. 
 
    As your Familiar, she gets 5 points to apply to her Stats, and 2 Talent Points. 
 
    Thia currently has 5 undistributed SP, and 2 undistributed TP. 
 
    You can distribute these from your Familiar’s status page. 
 
    Continue to increase your Familiar’s level to follow the path of true power. 
 
    Fight for the RIGHT to survive! 
 
      
 
    Along with the level up there are also a few increases to skills from the fight. For me, both Fire and Light gained a level bringing them to 19 and 10 respectively. As for Thia, she picked up a single level in Ball Lightning, bringing it to 10 also. Anxious to get everything set and on the move to the next boss, I close out the messages. 
 
    Opening Thia’s status page I allocate her points first. One goes into INT and WIS and the remaining three are left in case a test flight shows us a need for more STR. Moving on to the talent tee I first place one point in Mount Form. This allows her to grow even larger so that up to three people can ride. The real reason I chose it is for the removal of the restriction to skills. Now she can fight in mount form. 
 
    There is a decision to be made and I need Thia’s input. It is her we are talking about after all. In my opinion the next point should go into either Static Defense or Marked Target. The former is a buff that hits an attacker with an electrical shock, damaging and possibly paralyzing them. That comes off the Ghost Lightning talent I have yet to see her use. The later would mark targets she hits with Knifewings, adding a debuff that increases damage taken by the target by 5% for the first tier. It also makes it impossible to hide as she will be able to feel the target unless they get too far away. 
 
    Both are good choices, but ultimately, Thia chooses Marked Target. In the second that we have our mental conversation she told me that it would be of the most use to her since she fights primarily at range. She also said that Static Defense is what she wants after maxing out this talent next level. With Thia’s current and future advancement choices made I turn to my own level increase. With the information I was given about the strength requirement for the armor Jerick and Dolan are working on I need to up my STR. Placing the four free points there I bring it all the way up to 20, the same as the armors estimated requirement. 
 
    Knowing exactly what I’m going to do, I start with the Celestial Mage talent tree. I quickly place the point into the Spatial Door talent, maxing it out. Again, there is an info dump in my head. The new information makes my spell even more efficient. It now costs only 500 MP and the cooldown is down to 8 hours. In the Divine Mage talent tree, I max out Improved Transmutation with a second point. Now the talent reduces the cost and increases the effectiveness of all Transmutation spells by 30%. 
 
    Done with my own maintenance stuff, I look to the others. Everyone seems to be ready. The information for the rest of my party that hovers just out of sight in the corner of my vision comes into focus when I pay attention to it. From it I can see that HP and MP has fully recovered for everyone. “I guess it’s time for boss number two.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    The fights to the end of the next tunnel were uneventful. There was one interesting discovery though. At one point, Ian landed the final blow to kill the last of the soldiers in a group we were fighting. The orc skull shattered on impact from the baton he was using and out flew dense pieces of brightly lit moss. As the last of the creatures in that group, we were all able to get a good look at what happened next. The purple light that the moss constantly emitted was pulsing. Each pulse got dimmer and dimmer as the time between them got longer, until the light faded and didn’t return.  
 
    As the remnants of this soldier fade into little motes of light that float away, I look to the others. “Are you all thinking what I am?”  
 
    Ian speaks up. “If you’re thinking that was particularly gross but glad it wasn’t actual rotting brains, then yes.”  
 
    I can’t help but laugh a little at the levity Ian brings to the situation. When the mirth settles down a little Azzaria give the serious answer. “The moss in the skull may act in the same way as a brain for the rest of it. It could be a weakness we can use.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what I was thinking. Something to keep in mind, especially for the boss.” 
 
    The last few fights with the normal Death Moss Soldiers proved that damaging the skull, and subsequently the moss within, did cause critical damage. When we reach the chamber at the end of the third and final path on this floor there are another two elite guards, just like the last tunnel. They go down with little difficulty once they are slowed from my Frost spell. The fight was even quicker this time because the group was focused on head shots when possible. 
 
    When we finally get a good look into the room where we are expecting another boss fight it is unclear what we’re looking at. The room appears to be empty, with only patches of the purple glowing moss to light the area. The only other feature is a purple glowing puddle in the back-right corner. We enter together cautiously and in the normal formation with Timbre out front. At first there is still nothing, until we get to the center of the room. 
 
    As I’m looking around for any clue as to what is happening here, I notice a ripple. On the surface of the luminescent water, more ripples soon form, and I call out to the others, “Something is coming out of the water!” I was wrong though. In a couple ways. 
 
    First of all, it’s soon apparent that what we’re looking at isn’t water. The substance is far more viscous than that. Then the whole pool of liquid heaves and flops out of the sloped corner it was in. On flat ground now, the creature looks like gelatin with particles of stuff within. The whole thing is opaque, making it difficult to discern what is within, but my guess is that at least one thing is a core. Being a former gamer, I recognize this thing—though there is obviously some sort of mossy spin on it. This is your typical slime. 
 
    Most of the games I played had these as lower level monsters, but they’re usually a pain to deal with because of their resistance to physical damage. This means it’s hard for front line fighters to keep them from going after the magic users. The boss we’re looking at isn’t going to be a low-level nuisance, though. The one weak point of slimes is the core—if they have one. Melee fighters can still hold their own if they can strike the core of the creature, but with this boss it’s too big to get deep enough. And you definitely don’t want to stick a limb into that thing. 
 
    What I find interesting about this creature is that the Death Moss has apparently taken it over. In the skeletons we saw the moss was keeping them together. This slime doesn’t have any outward signs of the moss other than the purple glow. Death Moss must have infected the core and is able to use it to control the whole entity. Then again, it could just be that the dungeon wanted it this way. So far everything has followed some amount of logic though. There is no more time for speculation now as the blob of sludge slides our way. I start the fight off by using Identify.  
 
      
 
    Death Moss Lieutenant, Level 25. Boss, HP: 100%. 
 
      
 
    The info is the same as the previous boss we fought, but this is definitely going to be a vastly different fight. I try to formulate a plan of attack as I watch the mass of purple slowly make its way in our direction. At first, I’m drawing a blank, but then I come up with something. If we kite this thing through the tunnels, we might be able to keep ahead of it and just use ranged attacks to whittle it down. That plan is quickly dashed as I turn and see a block of stone in the doorway we came through. I didn’t even hear it happen. 
 
    By this point the boss is about ten feet away and we’re backing up to buy time. Before I can come up with another strategy, the surface of the blob ripples. A second later a tentacle like appendage shoots forward toward our group. We have bunched up in our retreat so it’s a simple matter for Timbre to interpose herself. Like a whip, there is a crack when the boss’ attack hits her shield. More slimy tentacles form out of the body of the creature and begin attacking soon after. 
 
    We spread out so that it can’t corner any of us, but its arms are coming from everywhere. On the third time one of them catches me before I can dodge a large crack forms in my Mana Barrier. Frustrated, I stop dodging and yell at the annoying thing, “Fine! Have some fire then!” Matching actions to words, a pair of Flame Walls come into being, one from each hand. Pissed as I am to be whipped on the ass, I don’t even bother to imbue them with another magic type for extra damage. 
 
    The first thing to touch the fire is the appendage that attacked me. There is a sizzling sound and the whole thing jerks away, back into the main body. A moment later my attacks hit the boss directly. More hissing and all the other arms attacking the rest of the party retract too. There isn’t any sound from the infected monster, but the way it writhes makes me think it would scream if it could. That is when the flaw to my little outburst makes itself known.  
 
    Ignoring everyone else, the boss turns its full attention to the one that hurt it, me. I barely dive out of the way as all the arms attack at once. There must have been over a dozen of them. When they impact the ground behind me there is a thundering slap and debris goes flying. I’m pelted with dust and pebbles as I roll away. When I get to my feet, I catch a glimpse of the crater in the floor where I was. Barely on my feet again, I look to the boss, only to see the groundbreaking arms heading my way once more. 
 
    With no time to dodge, I release one of my armed Mana Barriers. From my talent, Spell Armament, I can have up to four spells that I can cast and store for later release. This means I have the spells on hand, and they have no cast time. The cooldown of a spell doesn’t start until the spell is released though, I tried. Otherwise, I would have been loading Spatial Door into them every chance I got. So far, I’ve been saving those in case of an emergency, but this qualifies, I think.  
 
    Of the four spells I can precast, Mana Barrier is in two of those spots. The combined attack shatters my protection once again and I still take a step back. Unable to use the other armed barrier spell to fend off the next strike I expect to be pummeled but there is a gust of wind and an armored back appears in front of me. Between me and the boss, Timbre sets herself and a loud clang resounds. Somehow Timbre was able to get to me in time, probably her Rush skill. Standing firm before me, she is taking hits on her shield and everywhere else on her body. The number of limbs is too much to stop all of them. At least the slime monster is taking damage from Retribution, which I cast on Timbre before we entered. 
 
    During the reprieve, I take in the battlefield and cast Mana Barrier on myself once more. Gem is standing back and dropping heals on Timbre, her HP bar bouncing like a yo-yo as the damage is offset by our healer. Now that the others are free from attack they are laying into the slime. Azzaria is firing a constant stream of Life imbued arrows into the boss and slime is splashing to the ground with each one. Ian is doing about as well as her with his glowing blades, but neither of them seem to be removing much of the goo overall. 
 
    Thia, on the other hand, is casting metal blades into the boss, with them penetrating over a foot in before stopping. That far into the opaque creature makes it hard to see them, until her next move that is. Casting Bladestrike fires large bolts of lightning into the oversized monster. Once they connect to the feathery blade within, they disperse randomly. The effect almost makes me laugh because it reminds me of whenever a cartoon character gets shocked. The whole slime lights up and it’s almost like looking at an x-ray of it. She is effective though. Thia’s attacks make the whole thing shudder a little. The damage isn’t bad either, even if it isn’t as good as the Flame wave I used earlier. 
 
    Speaking of fire, I let loose a few more of the waves by jumping out from behind Timbre long enough to release the spells before taking cover again. A minute of this and the boss starts to wise up. The tentacle arms coming out of its body start going wide of Timbre’s shield and then curve back to me. I can’t move to dodge without exposing myself to other attacks, so I take what gets by on my staff’s shield. At 75% HP the boss retracts all of the appendages and starts shaking. A moment later the body of the boss rapidly expands. The move caught us all by surprise and we backpedal, gaining some distance. 
 
    Everyone else gets far enough away except for Timbre. When the expanding slime boss gets to her it envelopes her whole body. I can see her struggling as the slime recedes and Timbre is drug along with it. Thankfully, she is right at the edge of slime and her hands actually breach the surface. Unfortunately, the slime tentacles are back, and they are targeting everyone again. In the party interface, I can see Timbre’s HP falling slowly but steadily, then it stops, and I can see she activated her Mana Barrier. That won’t hold for long though.  
 
    I know what I have to do. Using my staff’s ability to shield, I block the attacking arms. Then I start casting Flame Waves. One after the other. As the second one is cast, the first connects with the boss. There is that same shudder and the limbs retract. Just like the first time, all the appendages explode back out in my direction as I’m running to the side. They ignore the second spell and come right through it, burning them down as they continue on to me. 
 
    Knowing what to expect this time is a big help and I continue to block with my staff. The numbers quickly overwhelm the enchantment and the blue glowing dome shatters, letting the last few hits get through to me. I’m not idle during this. “Grab Timbre and get her out. I’ll keep it busy.” My words get the team moving and the closest person to our team’s tank is Gem. Slithering up to Timbre’s hand, the desert lamia grabs hold and starts to pull. That is all I see before the tentacles break my shield and then shatter the Mana Barrier protecting me. 
 
    I was already down to 80% before getting hit again and the new hit shaves off another 75 HP. Time to run. Sprinting as hard as I can, I begin to circle the jiggly foe. The boss strikes at me but I’m able to keep ahead of it for a little bit. Then I see Timbre. Out of danger from being consumed, she is waiting for me to pass. She is set in a wide stance with her shield forward and hammer drawn back. As I pass by, she starts swinging the hammer I enchanted for her and I hear a wet splat sound. 
 
    It takes me a few seconds to realize that I’m no longer being attacked, but when I do, I stop and turn around. Timbre now has all the attention again. She is blocking all the strikes she can and slowly backing up until she is just at the edge of the boss’s range. This spot is giving her enough space to block and counterattack as she keeps backing up to stay ahead of it. Damage is still getting through, but it’s manageable and she is able to counter on occasion. As I watch, I see her retaliation in the form of a sideways swipe from her hammer. When her preferred weapon contacts the slime tentacle there is a splat sound, and the appendage explodes in a shower of goop. 
 
    Now I’m glad to be far away as that stuff goes everywhere. There is one other result that I’m happy to see though. The boss now has a stack of poison from her weapons enchantment. The extra damage isn’t a lot but it’s something that helps Timbre keep enemies focused on her. And as the battle continues the stacks of poison will be more helpful. I take a moment while there is time to refresh what buffs I can on everyone. Then I start with debuffs and cast Weaken Defense on the boss, but I don’t know how effective it is. 
 
    Not wanting to cause too much damage right away I give Drain Life a try. I haven’t really had a chance to test it much in this dungeon but it’s low damage and healing effect are perfect for now. A thin purple beam of magic materializes between the boss and myself and I can feel something coming through it. Numbing cold feeds into me as the life force of the moss is stripped away and carried to me. It’s only a very small amount though. Death Moss must be resistant to Death magic but not completely immune. The healing is enough to top me off, along with the warm green light that suffuses me courtesy of Gem. 
 
    With the Death Moss Lieutenant at 65% I kick it up. First, I recruit a little help and summon a Salamander. After the red lizard comes through the summoning portal it immediately starts launching fireballs. I do the same thing and we bombard it from maximum distance. Thankfully, the room is large enough to accommodate us as Timbre slowly kites the boss and the rest of us stay at max range. Ian is the only one that is in close as he swipes his daggers through the boss. He is fast enough to get away though. 
 
    Just before the large monster gets to half health Ian bolts. With his high AGI he easily gets far enough away to avoid the expansion. Timbre, already a good distance away also gets the time to retreat. The boss doesn’t stop there and has another trick up its sleeve. When the slime returns to its normal size there is another rippling all over and beach ball size slime-balls are fired at us. Four total slime-balls go flying at Azzaria, Ian, Gem and me. 
 
    Not expecting that, I didn’t get out of the way fast enough. The others were more cautious than I was and avoid everything. Unfortunately, I let my guard down a little after the initial attack. An impact on my left leg is the first clue that my dive failed. Thrown off by the impact, I flop onto the ground ungracefully. Looking down to the slime encasing my leg I can see it moving. A moment later I realize that this isn’t just a projectile. A quick glance around confirms it. These are the adds themselves. 
 
    Stuck to me like glue, the new slime begins to spread out over both my legs. It doesn’t restrict my movement completely, but it does make it hard to move. The other three slimes that missed their targets are now chasing who they were shot at. Burning Palm pressed against the slime trying to eat me soon destroys it and my legs are free. Standing up from the pile of ash that was my attacker I continue my work and throw a Fireball at the next closest add. It isn’t long before they are all gone due to me a Thia. 
 
    While we were dealing with the adds Timbre and the others were focusing on the boss. A minute after Thia and I join in again the boss hits 25%. We all clear out of the danger area, but nothing happens. When its HP drops another percent, we all get back to pounding the boss—though I can tell the others are also worried about the change in pattern. This whole fight the giant slime has been getting smaller as we whittle it down. Now we can make out some of the items within the monster, things like bones, rocks and pieces of armor. 
 
    At 10% HP the boss is no taller than Timbre but just as wide. It’s at this point that it changes things up. All the tentacles retract once again, but spikes shoot out of the boss at the same time. The change was so unexpected that Ian and Timbre are thrown onto their backs a few feet away. The spikes are pulled back soon after and the whole thing vibrates. The rest of us that have ranged attacks keep up the pressure until it makes its next move. All those things stuck inside the Death Moss Lieutenant are ejected from it at amazing speeds. 
 
    In rapid succession we’re all pelted with the different items, each hit causing damage, breaking through our magical defenses after only a couple hits. My Mana Barrier falls to the onslaught and I resort to my staff’s shielding ability. I still lose about 160 HP from the two hits that got me in between. I’m lucky though. Everyone else but Timbre is below half. Looking to the boss I see that it took damage from its own attack, now down to only 1% when I check. Timbre gets right in there to try and finish it off with her hammer. The beach-ball-sized boss whips a tentacle at her, and she meets it with her weapon. 
 
    We all thought that would be the end of it, but to our surprise the boss whips another appendage at her. Meeting this one with a backhand swipe of her shield doesn’t end the fight either. Our opponent seems sturdier somehow, and the slime all just reforms back into the body. Even a stab from Ian’s daggers don’t seem to have any effect on it. I hit it with more fire and everyone else joins in as well, with no results. It’s like the damn thing is immune to everything we throw at it now. 
 
    Then I remember my thoughts from the beginning of this fight. There in the middle, just barely visible, is one last thing. Floating in there must be the slime core, its weakness. And now that it has been shrunk down it just might be within reach. “The core. It must be the only thing left in there. We have to hit the core!” Azzaria switches to an arrow but it gets stuck with only half of it buried in the boss. Her next skill imbued arrow gets deeper but still the feathers are outside the slime. 
 
    Timbre steps back and her shield disappears into her inventory. As she dodges a couple of appendages from the boss, her hammer elongates into its new two-handed version. Ignoring a few hits, Timbre steps in close and swings. The hit from her deforms the slime and causes the core to shift out of the way of her strike. It’s unclear if this is just the result of her blunt weapon’s impact or if it’s a conscious move by the monster. Either way, this occurs each time she hits it, and the boss just hits her back. 
 
    In an instant, I mentally search through the list of my spells, trying to figure out something to penetrate the moss infected slime. Lightning just passes through it, redirecting into the ground as seen from Thia’s attempts. Fire just washes over it now, maybe stunning it briefly. I shoot an Ice Lance at the boss, and it goes deep, but the end of it dissolves before reaching the core. I haven’t used it much since I have got more powerful spells now, but I go with a classic for the next attempt. 
 
    If this works, I want it to end our encounter in a single shot, so I pump as much power into the internalized casting circle as I can. When I release it, the ground shakes a little beneath me. Under the Slime boss my Earth Spike comes up through the center of its gel body. The cone of hardened earth goes all the way from bottom to top, the tip of it sticking out above the boss monster a couple feet. There on the tip of the rocky spear is a softball sized hunk of moss with a fading purple glow. 
 
    The Slime around the column of stone and dirt is inching its way up, as if trying to get the core back. As we watch, the glow fades completely from the core and the slime body plopped to the floor, an inanimate puddle. Having learned our lesson in the past, we all wait for the body to start dissolving into purple motes to be absorbed back into the dungeon. When that happens Azzaria and Ian start searching the room. Gem is healing everyone and Thia follows me as I approach the crumbling Earth Spike. 
 
    When I get there, I leaned over to pick up the moss-covered slime core. Oddly enough, this part didn’t dissipate like the rest of it. It’s some sort of crystal orb. I can tell from the hole in it that the moss just covered the outside. While I am holding it in my hands and looking it over a cracking sound comes from it. A moment later it falls into two parts with a golf ball sized crystal rolling out of the pieces. Rolling around the crystal in my hand I can tell it’s a twin to the one I got from the other boss. Storing it away I think about the warning we found in the other room, but I still don’t know what it means. 
 
    Turning my attention to where the puddle of slime was before it evaporated, I find only one loot item. A reddish gold ring that looks like a linked line of teardrops. Plucking it from the ground I find that it’s an earring. I have yet to find anything like this in loot before. If we find more stuff like this, I may need to get my ears pierced. I give it a look see before using Identify and it looks like I’ll be holding off on the self mutilation for now.  
 
      
 
    Rose Gold Earring of the Leach: A rose gold earring in the shape of linked teardrops. It is enchanted to steal the life of those attacked by the wearer. Item class: Rare. Durability: 25/25. 5% of all damage dealt is returned as healing to the wearer. 
 
      
 
    After the search of the room comes up empty, we all gather around. When I show them all the ring it’s a quick vote that gives our loot to the one who takes the most damage in our party, Timbre. It has been a good run so far for the new members of my party and Timbre. When I hand her the earring, she just looks at it, and then at me. Raising my hands, I back off a little. “Don’t look at me. I never pierced anyone’s ears before.” I point to my own ears at this point. “I never even got my own ears pierced.” 
 
    I was going to mention that it was the case in the world I came from as well as here, but I remembered that I never told Gem or Ian about that particular fact. It isn’t really a secret or anything, just not exactly public knowledge either. I make a mental note to bring them up to speed, but later. It’s going to require a long conversation and there are bound to be questions. For this reason, I hold off on that comment and just watch as Azzaria gathers up Timbre—and, to my surprise, Thia. 
 
    Soon she has them seated on a few chairs they pulled out of their storage armlets. The first time I met Azzaria, I noticed her pointed ears, but since it was the first time that I had seen ears like hers, I didn’t notice that she had a few piercings, too. Since then I have taken more note of this. She has a total of seven between both ears, a fact I gathered from waking up before her and watching her sleep. For this reason, it makes sense that she would take care of this for my companions. Sure, stabbing someone in the ear isn’t hard, but placement is probably important. At least I think it is. 
 
    Azzaria pulls out a few simple studs for earrings and a bottle of some clear brown liquid. She starts talking to Thia and Timbre about where they want the piercings and I tune it out a little as I examine the bottle. Azzaria then takes out the cork and douses a rag in the stuff, along with the studs in her hand. The smell that wafts over to me as she gets to her task of stabbing all four ears reminds me of whiskey. Azzaria wipes down their ears with the rag and gets to work. The process is quick, and both have their ears pierced in short order. 
 
    Not wasting the opportunity to practice, I give them both a Lesser Heal to fix them up from the one or two HP that they lost from the procedure. A short break and we’re headed back through the cave system, past the intersection leading to the different bosses and to the sealed door. The door with the big skull is there, waiting for us when we arrive. The moss lit room now seems a little more sinister. That may be due to still not understanding the odd warning from the hidden panel. Even now I look to it and go over the words again.  
 
      
 
    What is obvious is a lie; 
 
    What is secret the truth. 
 
    Find the secret or find your doom. 
 
    Find it in Death or death will find you. 
 
      
 
    Shaking off the unease, I pull the two crystal spheres from my storage and hold them up in front of me. Yeah, these should fit into the eye sockets of the demonic face in the door. “Everyone ready for this?” I say before looking at the rest of the team. They all look nervous but give me nods. Turning back to the door I bring the first crystal closer to the eye socket. As I do there is a purple reflection inside of it from the moss illuminating the area. It sparks something in my memory, something that is just out of my grasp.  
 
    “Stop!” Comes a shout from behind me. It’s Ian and his urgency causes me to draw back and look around for the enemy. There is none. When I turn to him, he looks a little sheepish after his outburst but determined. “Don’t put those in there,” he says. “I think something very bad will happen if you do.” This is followed by an uncomfortable silence.  
 
    After a minute where he seems to be struggling with what to say I prompt him. “Just say what it is that is bothering you. I think we are all a little worried about the warning so anything you have to say could help.” 
 
    With a nod, he takes a deep breath and tells us what is bothering him. “There are no torches here to light the area.” That’s all he says.  
 
    “That’s right. There have been none this whole…” Understanding blossoms in my head. “You’re right. There haven’t been any torches this whole floor, except in one place. Torches that look like they are lit by Death magic.” At my revelation the others open their eyes wide. 
 
    Gem is the one to shout out the answer. “The main crossroads where the tunnels forked. There were two torches there. We checked them when we were trying to find any secret passages or hiding spots. I bet we just didn’t have the right tools.” With that final sentence she gives the sphere in my hand a meaningful look.  
 
    Rolling it around in my hand, I can feel a cheeky smile stretch across my face. “Let’s go see if we can find somewhere else to stick my balls then.” I look to my girls when I say this. I’m rewarded with a blank look from Timbre, an eye roll from Thia, and an amused bark from Azzaria.  
 
    In the corner of my eye I see Gem lean into Ian before stage whispering. “Did he really just say that?” 
 
    Without missing a beat, he replies. “I know, right. Doesn’t he already have enough places to put them?” Then he turns and starts making his way back through the tunnel, Gem following beside him. 
 
    Chuckling at their antics, I turn to the girls. “Shall we?” With the mood improved by the interplay, Azzaria sticks her tongue out at me before taking off at a jog. 
 
    About to bolt after her, I’m stopped by Thia. “I believe the term is ‘ladies first’, correct?” When I nodded, her and Timbre change into their animal form and run/fly away down the corridor. 
 
    Stunned for a fraction of a second I can’t hold back another chuckle. “You cheat!” I yell after them good-naturedly. “I love it.” Then I sprint after everyone else. When we all arrive in the chamber we’re laughing. Apparently, my girls had flown by Ian and Gem in the tunnel, and they only started chasing as I caught up to them. Ian’s AGI had to be far higher than mine or Gem’s so I have no doubt he could have left us in the dust. Instead, he stuck with our lamia teammate and me. I suspect more for her than me. 
 
    Looking around the room I only see the two burning sconces. Two eyes, two crystals, and two torches seem like good signs. We all approach the closest one and give it a look over. Very close to the other torches we have seen on other floors, this one is all metal and shaped like a handheld torch with a bowl at the top where the purple fire comes from. The straight handle is attached to the wall by a metal bar that seamlessly protrudes from the stone. 
 
    What draws my attention is at the very bottom of the cylindrical handle. There is a loop that could be mistaken for a place to hang something, but it’s a polygonal shape within. When I get closer, I see what looks like a hole into the hollow center of the handle, where the loop at the bottom is. Excited about finding out the secret of the riddle, I quickly place one of the crystals into the loop where it clicks into place. A moment later and a purple light can be seen flickering within the crystal, growing in intensity as the purple fire at the top dwindles.  
 
    We all stand, transfixed, until the flame completely recedes, leaving behind a purple sapphire the same size as the crystal I used at the bottom. The crystal at the bottom crumbles into dust after I reach in and take the gem. With a light thump sound, the fire at the top of the torch reignites. Storing away the gem, I quickly proceed to the other sconce with the whole party following behind. 
 
    When I repeat the process and retrieve the second purple sapphire there is another development. The crystal at the bottom crumbled and a marble sized gem fell out. Picking it up I see that it’s perfectly round and clear. Using Identify, I pull up the information on the gems I collected. Two show the same information, but the one that came from the crumbled crystal is a crafting material.  
 
      
 
    Keystone: 1 of 2. Open the door. 
 
      
 
    Mana Stone: A stone saturated by mana to such a degree that it is almost mana itself. 
 
    Crafting ingredient. Item class: Epic. 
 
      
 
    Showing the others what I have, they quickly get stored away. Then we all race back toward the door with the scary face on it, our spirits significantly lighter now that our doom seems to be off the table. We all gather in front of the door and use everything we have to buff up and prepare for the fight. The haste and barrier spells I enchanted into their gear are used and I cast my own on myself. Retribution and Stone skin are cast on Timbre and I bring out the Salamander once more. Timbre prepares with her Bone Armor and takes up a position next to me in front of the door. 
 
    “Alright everyone. Like the previous Dungeon Boss, I doubt that we’ll be able to retreat once the fight is started. Don’t hold anything back in there. When the boss is down to 10% health, I want everyone to use anything you have left. Any skills or spells that have a long cooldown should be saved until that point, then all in. Any questions?” Not knowing anything about what we will face they all stay silent. 
 
    Not saying another word, the keystones come out and I place them each into an eye socket. Nothing happens for a second and I have a chance to clear the way for Timbre. The newly inserted eyes on the creepy face mural start to glow. Purple light begins to shine through from within, increasing in intensity over about ten seconds. At its brightest there are purple flames licking out of the sockets. That is when there is a glow within the too wide, grinning mouth. With a loud scraping of stone on stone the door begins to open outward, forcing us all to take a step back to clear the way. 
 
    Beyond the door is nothing, or at least it’s too dark to make out anything. The darkness is so complete that it must be magic. Then, the effect is broken by a pair of purple glowing eyes that burn with hate and... amusement? The whole team waits to see what happens, but when nothing does, they turn to me. All I can give them is a shrug before turning back to the doorway. Taking the initiative, Timbre steps forward into the dark room and we all follow. 
 
    It must be a large room, as the eyes have the look of quite a distance to them. When we get a few steps into the room the doors close, trapping us within. This fact only causes the team to pause for a moment before continuing the cautious trek onward. After the booming echo of the closing doors subsides, torches all along the room burst to life all at once and we get our first look at the entirety of the room we’re in. 
 
    The cavern we find ourselves in is massive, easily at least three to four times the size of the other boss rooms we fought in. There are pillars evenly spaced throughout as well, all with their own torches around them to provide light. The pillars themselves are noteworthy though. Each is a warrior dressed in full armor that makes me think of paladins from games I played in the past on one side. The other half of the carved being is demonic in nature with shark teeth, claws, a wing and a malevolent sneer. 
 
    If I were to speculate on the meaning of these carvings it would be something along the lines of the duality in man. How all things have parts good and bad. But really, it could just be some decoration devised by the dungeon. It could even be a premonition regarding the fight we face. Looking to the boss ahead of us lends credence to the last theory. Our nemesis for the finale of the dungeon is standing in the middle of the room in a full set of plate armor. 
 
    The armor may look like that worn in the statue but there is something very different with the way it’s standing. All slumped over, the armor that should belong to a tall and proud holy warrior hangs loosely. Its posture makes the figure look like it’s balancing something on its back too. The helmet is looking forward at us and the eyes glow from within, but the angle keeps the rest of the face hidden in shadow. 
 
    Advancing forward, we carefully cross the distance in the large room until we are a couple dozen feet way. The whole time the boss just looks at us with its flaming eyes. When we stop, it steps forward into the light of the nearest torch, revealing its features underneath the open-faced helmet. A face that is the spitting image of the one on the door and on the demon half of the statue greets us. There is skin, though it looks sallow and thin, like that of something dead. Now that I’m paying attention, I can see that there is no other exposed skin, the armor covering everything but the face.  
 
      
 
    Tark Rall: Death Moss Progenitor, Level 26. Dungeon Boss, HP: 100%. 
 
      
 
    We all raise our weapons a little higher as the thing reveals itself. Opening its mouth, I can see a glow inside, like that of the moss around this whole floor. I had been wondering about that. Something called a Death Moss Progenitor has to be riddled with the stuff, and it is. We just couldn’t see it before because it’s all contained by the armor and the bone. I expected the Progenitor to talk, but instead, a thick purple fog comes pouring out of its frightening maw.  
 
    Calling out orders, I cast a Fireball and send it on its way. About halfway to the boss my spell hits the gas and there is an explosion. The purple gas ignited and puts us all on our asses, including the boss. As we all get up, the boss spreads wings like those of a bat. Dry cracked skin bridges the gap between bony limbs, sharp bones protrude from the joints of the wings. The wingspan is impressive at over fifteen feet wide and we can feel the wind from a single flap. 
 
    My Party recovers a moment after the boss and springs into action. Timbre quickly deflects a couple strikes from its claws with her shield before retaliating with an overhead strike from her hammer. The boss tilted his head out of the way and took it on the shoulder, barely taking a step back. Unfazed, Timber lunges forward to follow up with a shield bash. Timbre doesn’t stop there. The shield bash does force the progenitor back a couple more steps. She keeps going and Tark Rall is smashed with a glowing Shield Projection. 
 
    Duly impressed by Timbre’s fighting prowess once more, I decided to get in on the action. Arrows and lightning fly in from both sides of me and my Life imbued Fireball soars forward. Before my spell can land, I’m making my way around the side, so I can get a clear shot and avoid hitting Timbre. As I do, I see the damage caused to the boss. It’s far more than I thought it should be. The damage was more akin to fighting one of the Elites that guarded the boss rooms instead of a boss itself. 
 
    The Death Moss Progenitor continued to claw at Timbres shield and would follow up with a wing, either clubbing her with it or slashing with the claw at the tip. Our damage sponge is able to block most of the regular claws, but the wings come in at random angles and catch her repeatedly. Eventually she stops trying to block those and just attacks with the hammer, powering through the damage she takes. With the healing she is getting it works out and Timbre has its full attention. 
 
    In no time the boss is down to 75% HP and I call it out to the party. Instantly Ian and Timbre jump back. The boss doesn’t follow and stretches out its wings. Leaping into the air it levels out about 20 feet above us and hovers there. Opening its horrific mouth precedes another round of purple fog. It shoots down on Timbre before I can counter it. The debuff she gets is called Volatile Spore Infection and starts biting into her HP pretty quickly. She quickly gets out of the cloud but just that small amount of time lets the poison effect gain another stack, doubling the already strong debuff. 
 
    Gem quickly lands a heal and tries cleansing it. Meanwhile, the boss has moved to try and breath that purple gas down on Azzaria. She is much quicker than Timbre and dives far out of the attack area. It didn’t really matter though because I was ready this time. As soon as its head snaps forward to release the gas, I have a Fireball on the way. The resultant explosion rocks the boss backwards, and it does a backflip in midair before regaining control. Once it does, the demonic paladin tucks its wings in and dives for Ian. 
 
    Before I can even shout a warning, Ian is on the move and far away from where the boss lands. I think we’ve all had a few more surprises on this floor than we were expecting and are hyper aware of everything. Not that it’s a bad thing. It allows Ian to be far away and near Timbre when the landing causes a shockwave moving in all directions from the landing site. Azzaria, Thia, and I have to take a knee to steady us, but everyone else stays upright. 
 
    Timbre quickly uses her Rush skill to charge the boss. It raises a hand and purple light flares to life for a moment. I forget about it quickly as Timbre arrives and uses the momentum that she built to lay a devastating hit to its helmet. The progenitor falls to the side and catches itself with a hand on the floor before flapping its wings once to bring it upright once more. From there Timbre and the boss resume their back and forth as the rest of us get back into the fight. This only lasts a short time before I catch movement out of the corner of my eye. 
 
    Turning to find out what the next threat is, I find adds coming in from the sides. Looking around I count ten of the things. “Adds!” At my cry everyone except Timbre breaks contact with the boss and heads for the one nearest to me. Only halfway to their target, the others stop when I fling an overcharged Fireball at the one that they are converging on. They are no longer needed there because my spell blew away the purple glowing, moss covered skeleton. Not seeing much of a threat in these things makes me suspicious, so I use Identify for any kind of clue.  
 
      
 
    Death Moss Sacrifice, Level 20. HP: 100% 
 
      
 
    Sacrifice. For what though? “Split up, one person to an add.” The group scatters, each taking a different target and attacking full out. They don’t go down in a single attack most of the time—that apparently was due to overcharging my spell—but a few hits usually do the job. The additional enemies don’t even fight back, which gives me a bad feeling. We kill a total of eight before they reach their apparent destination, the boss. 
 
    When they get there, the boss uses backhand that hits harder than anything before, flinging Timbre away from it. Tark Rall then grabs one of the adds in each hand and lifts them fully off the ground. The glowing moss on the skeletons flares brighter for a moment before the light flows up and into the arm holding the sacrifice. While we were busy Timbre had done a whopping 9% damage to the dungeon boss, bringing it to 66% HP overall. That is all wiped out in an instant and the boss regenerates all the way to 86%, ten for each sacrifice it got a hold of. 
 
    “They helped it regenerate. If it calls more, use instant cast control to stop as many as you can. Do everything to kill them or prevent them from getting to the boss.” I get confirmations from everyone and we continue our grind. At 50% HP the boss does the same thing and goes airborne. I’m able to stop the purple fog in time before it can add stacks to Timbre’s debuff, but Gem was unable to cure it and what is already on her is forcing Gem to heal more than normal. 
 
    When the adds come this time there are fifteen of them. We cast Roots on them, and I start flinging overcharged Fireballs to speed up the process. We get all of them but one this time, and the boss regenerates another 10%. The process repeats and at 25% there are 20 sacrifices moving to help the boss and regenerate its health. By this time my Salamander has been released and can no longer help. In the resulting fight, four of the mossy skeletons get through and the boss is back to over 60%. 
 
    It’s discouraging but we fight on. This time when we get it back down to half it summons more sacrifices. There is cursing around the room from my party and Gem calls out to us. “I can’t keep this up forever. Mana is becoming an issue.” Then she downs a Mana potion as if to punctuate the problem. The sacrifices are all taken care of and both Azzaria and I step in front of one to slow them down as we shoot at others. It works a little, but they push us out of the way before continuing their steady shuffle to their master. 
 
    With that strategy we are able to stop all of them from lengthening the fight. As we continue to burn the boss as a group, I cast my other two summons: the water snake and the earth golem. When they appear, I mentally command them to stay back for now. They come into play when the next 20 sacrificial lambs are called forth. The water snake zips off to bind the legs of one and the golem walks right through one, knocking it down, before pounding on another. 
 
    The Roots go out again, and I switch to cast overcharged Flame Waves around the room, aiming for groups that are close together. By the end of the round we have cleaned all of them out but one and it gets grabbed by the boss. Not giving in to defeat, we all attack it before it can regenerate. When Tark Rall is finished it has only regenerated back to 24% HP. As Timbre exchanges blows with her adversary the purple glowing eyes get brighter and I can see the speed of the boss noticeably increase. 
 
    By the time we bring it down to 15% HP there is light seeping out of the armor wherever there is a break. At 10% an aura of purple light envelopes the dungeon boss and it starts swinging wildly. Most of its attacks are focused on Timbre but it’s moving so fast she is barely keeping her guard up. The wings swing out every few seconds to strike at Ian, or a hand will jut out at one of us ranged people to hurl a purple ball that is the equivalent of a Fireball for Death magic. 
 
    Everyone keeps getting up after being knocked down and continues to unleash their most devastating attacks. I even used Stasis and Weaken Defense. The time spell only worked for a fraction of its intended duration, but every little bit helps. It ends with a couple of lightning spells from me and Thia. The flapping and clawing all stops and the light leaves its body before it goes limp. When the sparkly purple lights float away there is a book and a vial of purple liquid where the boss used to be. 
 
      
 
    Death Moss Progenitor Spores: Spores from a Death Moss Progenitor. Can be used to start a Death Moss colony or in crafting. Crafting ingredient. Item class: Rare. 
 
      
 
    Spellbook: Sacrifice Minion: Drain the magic that animates an undead minion to Regenerate your own HP. Amount of HP regenerated is dependent on minion. Class: Any. Death type magic Level 10+. 
 
      
 
    I definitely know I won’t be using that stuff to start a new Death Moss colony. Maybe Enora can use it to whip up something useful. As for the spellbook, neither Timbre nor I can summon undead minions at the moment—though I can heal myself already. Thinking about it, I realize I don’t know much about her possibilities for the future as to her magical development. Will she ever be able to use this spell? When I tell the others what we got for loot, everyone except for Timbre leaves to search the room. 
 
    One’s status and abilities are private things, so I just let her tell me as much as she wants to. “Okay Timbre, I don’t really know if this is something you can use in the future or not. I can heal already so it’s yours if you can use it.” 
 
    Her face went blank for a minute after I ask. It’s a telltale sign that someone is accessing their status, along with the fact that I can see her eyes moving back and forth like she is reading something. When her eyes refocus on me, she has a smile on her face that reveals a little bit of her canines. “I can use it. I can choose a talent linked to my Death magic talent that will let me summon a wraith. There are other things I can summon after that as well. Only one of each type though, and the total number I can summon is based off my WIS score.” 
 
    That is far more information from her than I expected, but I’m happy she shared with me. I hand over the book and get a little surprise when she opens it and starts to read it then and there. I had no idea she had improved her Death magic that much. Then again, she only has the one magic type to worry about and I have an abnormal amount. When she is done, we join the others in searching the massive room. 
 
    As we move toward the wall there is a shout from Ian. I don’t catch what he says, and we all run to see what the problem is. He’s in the back of the room directly opposite the door we came through. Ian is standing in front of a door just staring at it. He raises a hand, signalling us to stop as we all converge on him. “There is a trap here. I’m pretty sure this is the exit, but it has the highest-level trap I’ve seen in the dungeon so far.” 
 
    That is definitely something we’ll need to inform anyone who enters about. “Good work,” I tell him. “Get started on disarming it while the rest of us continue searching.” I turn on my Mana Sight and take a look around. At least there are no magical wards set on the door. In fact, there aren’t any in the room at all. “Ian, did you see any other traps in the room other than the door?” 
 
    He shakes his head as he answers. “Nope. Already did a circuit of the room and didn’t see anything other than this one on the door.” 
 
    “Good.” Patting him on the back I leave him to work in peace. The next half hour or so has us all kicking over rocks and searching for any sign of a secret compartment. Ian is the only one to find anything after he unlocks the door. It’s another compartment that flips open a section of the wall like the one with the riddle from earlier. There was a small stack of gold, ten coins in all. After splitting the money, we head through the no-longer-trapped door. We are greeted with the familiar message for a safe room.  
 
      
 
    This chamber is a Safe Room. Aggressive actions cannot be taken against or by your party while in this room. Creatures of the dungeon will not follow you in, and health regeneration is increased while you are within. If your party violates the sanctity of any Safe Room, then the exit portal will be closed, and the benefits of the Safe Room will be revoked. 
 
      
 
    In front of us is the swirling portal to exit the dungeon, but we’re going to be taking advantage of the time dilation that dungeons have and get a little rest before leaving. We quickly set up a camp and all sit around the fire. Looking at my teammates I can see them all glassy eyed as they review their status after the dungeon run. I decide to do the same and check the messages that are waiting for me to review. For magic, I gained a level in Neutral, Air, Earth, Water, Life, Death, and Time. Fire, Adjuration and Transmutation all gained two. 
 
    These gains bring me that much closer to learning the higher-level spells I’ve been holding onto. Already I can learn Tornado, but what I’m really looking forward to is Meteor Shower and Summon Elemental Avatar. I paid a lot of money for those and they both require multiple magic types above Level 25 in order to learn. Still a few levels away from that goal, but it’s getting close. 
 
    There are a couple other messages to review before I move on to learning my new spell. First, I gained another level in Advanced Mana Control, bringing it to 14 now. The last thing I gained was a big jump of three levels in Light Armor Mastery. It must have been due to the absolute beating I took when we were fighting the slime boss earlier. Thia also picked up a level in her skills Bladestrike, Chain Lightning, Knifewings, and Zapp. When I finish reviewing my messages I look around and see everyone else is finished too. I quickly pull out the spellbook for Tornado and read it. 
 
    As the book crumbles into dust I dust off my hands. “What was that one you just learned?” Asks Azzaria. The others look to me now, curiosity written on their faces. 
 
    Not bothered to share with my team, I give them the details. “That was Tornado. It’s a channeled spell that lets me create a tornado in a 50-foot-diameter area. The cost is a little high at 200 MP initially and 10 per second after that.” Ian gives a little whistle and Azzaria looks excited. Remembering the conversation with my Quake spell I quickly get ahead of it this time. “No Azzaria, I will not try it in here. It would take up most of the room and probably fling us all around.” 
 
    She does her mock pouty face again, but I can see she is hiding a smile. After that, we just spend the night in each other’s company, talking and telling a few jokes. I could feel myself relax more as the easy chatter draws our thoughts away from the day’s combat. Soon, we all retire to our tents for some much-needed rest. Only rest, which makes me miss my own private room even more. Those kinds of thoughts will need to wait for tomorrow though. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    The morning, or at least the time to get up, came all too soon. Working myself free of the girls I sit up. Groaning at the movement of sore muscles, I rub my calves to get blood flowing through the extremities before getting up. Three days of fighting and walking through numerous cave tunnels has taken its toll. 
 
    I want to look over my status and assign the Talent points for my profession and specialty that have built up during our time here, but that will have to wait. Stepping out of the tent as everyone else starts getting dressed I find an empty area of floor. Stretching out the muscles in my sore legs I concentrate on working out the stiffness. There was a lot of walking and squatting to disarm magical wards to blame for my current state, but the rewards were well worth it. 
 
    A delicious aroma begins to fill my nostrils and I look up. Azzaria is preparing breakfast and the other members of the party are just starting to leave their tents. We entered the dungeon around lunch time so it’s a good idea to eat before leaving. Feeling better, I get up and approach the cooking fire. Walking up behind Azzaria I get a look at what the lithe high elf is cooking up. With a grill that folds out over the fire she has three large pans cooking everything. It's simple but solid breakfast fare; eggs, bacon and hash browns. 
 
    “Hey honey, how's it going?” I greet Azzaria. She uses a pair cooking tongs to remove the sizzling bacon and place it on a plate nearby. I reach in to grab one of the bacon strips that were already there. Quick as a viper, those tongs whip back to smack my hand away. 
 
    “Quit that. It's still hot and you need to wait for everyone else.” She finishes this with a nod at the four other members of our group that are making their way over to sit around the fire. “To answer your question, I'm good. A little sore but I'll be ready to go after breakfast. You should check on Thia though, her strength and vitality are low enough that she is having a rough time this morning.” 
 
    “Will do.” Giving her a peck on the cheek, I move to sit next to my familiar. In her elfin form she looks a lot like Azzaria, but her hair is a more metallic gold colored compared to the high elf's traditional blonde. Thia’s eyes are also a gold color as opposed to Azzaria's emerald green. There is some slight difference in her facial features and her figure is a little curvier, but Thia could easily pass for Azzaria's sister. Both are gorgeous, of course. Right now, though, Thia is hunched over, wincing and rubbing her ankle. Our HP is full but that doesn’t stop the results of strenuous activity from coming through. A person's VIT does help for more endurance and faster recovery though. 
 
    Taking her hand in mine I hold it for a moment, giving the back a kiss before releasing. “Yeah, I'm pretty sore from the last couple days too. Let me help you out.” Concentrating on our bond, I tell her to lie back. She gets the picture and turns a little to lay on the ground and plop her pained legs across my lap. Then I start massaging her legs, from the soles of her feet and up her calves to the thighs. It wasn't the sexy kind of massage though. 
 
    I pressed my fingers into the muscles and really worked to help loosen everything up. The whole time Thia was making soft moaning and groaning sounds as I worked under the hem of her tight robe. It might have drawn some comments from the others about it normally, but I don't think anyone else was awake enough yet to do so. Except for Azzaria. She finished the cooking in a near constant state of giggles. Either Thia didn’t notice her amusement or she just didn’t care because she didn’t even try to stop the noises. 
 
    When Azzaria brings us plates Thia removes herself from my lap and we sit side by side. As she digs into the food, she floods our link with gratitude. There is some idle chat while we eat, but when I finish, I clear my throat to get everyone’s attention. “I wanted to make you, Gem and Ian, aware of something in case you aren’t already. I’m not from this world originally.” Ian just nods, probably heard about that from one of the council members or Grondar. Gem, on the other hand looks lost. 
 
    “What world do you come from then?” A simple question, but Gem asks it like she never thought there were other worlds. Considering the level of advancement that I have seen here so far—and her upbringing—I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. “The stars in the night sky. Each one of those is a sun and, around those are multiple planets.” At this, Ian really starts paying attention too. 
 
    My girls have heard this before and busy themselves with packing up as I talk to our new group members. “Not all of them can sustain life. Most are just balls of rock, too hot or too cold for anything to live there. But some do, and I come from one such world. We call it Earth.” 
 
    “How did you get here?” Apparently, Ian hasn’t heard the full story because he is the one to ask. 
 
    “A goddess brought me here.” I tell them “My patron, Gwydia. For what I’m not sure, but she says it’s to save the magic in this world. Or something like that at least.” 
 
    They both get contemplative looks on their faces. Considering the lack of surprise from Gem, it’s likely she heard about the altar and the deity it’s dedicated to. 
 
    That is when the floodgates burst and they both start asking questions. Some of them are about the goddess of which I answer the best I can, but ultimately don’t know much about myself. The rest of the questions are regarding the world I came from. I told them many of the same things I told Azzaria in the beginning. After about half an hour of this I call a stop so that we can get on with the day. With everything packed up we gather in front of the portal. 
 
    As we step through and into the cave where the entrance is located, I see my message icon light up. Knowing what it is, I open the new message and quickly dismiss it. The quest I got for clearing the new section of the dungeon is now complete and it netted me a good amount of experience. Now I’m most of the way to another level up. I don’t have time to look over my status yet though. 
 
    It’s at that moment when IMA informs me of guests. “Congratulations, Vol, on completing the dungeon in full. I’ve been told to inform you that we have refugees inbound. A few hundred people are headed toward the eastern gate and the council is currently meeting with their leaders in the main hall of the keep. Enora said that you should come and meet them.” 
 
    “Thanks IMA. I’ll head up to the keep now.” When I tell the rest about what is going on, Azzaria opts to go with me, but the others have other things they want to do. Even Timbre is going to train. 
 
    We all walk out of the cave and go our separate ways. Thia shifts into a golden Bird and flies off as Timbre jogs toward the sparring pits nearby. Gem and Ian head north in the direction of the docks, to do what I don’t know. Heading south toward the keep, Azzaria and I are attacked. Well, I’m sort of attacked by a flying raccoon girl. Zia caught me off-guard this time and I stumble to the side from the impact of her tackle hug. I remain upright though, probably only due to my recent additions to STR. 
 
    “Uncle Vol!” Her excited shout is a welcome sound after a few days of dungeon-diving. 
 
    “Hello, my delicious little morsel. How are you doing today?” I return her hug as I speak. 
 
    “GREAT! Daddy got me a familiar just like you!” I set her down and she starts hopping slightly, like she is so high on sugar that she’ll explode if she stands still. 
 
    I catch Zia’s mother off to the side just rolling her eyes at her daughter, though there is a soft smile on her lips. I give Nira a wave and return my attention back to the hopping child. Looking her over I don’t see anything that could be considered a familiar though. “Okay Zia, you have me curious. Where is it then?” 
 
    She gives me a big smile and holds up her arm like a falconer. A moment later, a jet-black bird sweeps down to land on her outstretched limb. Getting a good look at it I can see a rather large raven. “A soul chicken. Nice.” 
 
    At my declaration Zia frowns. “It’s a raven uncle Vol.” Her expression is so serious I have to laugh. 
 
    “I know Zia. That’s just something one of my friends used to call them. He was in the military, and when he came home, he told me about the ones that they would see on the base. He said that they ate all the leftover rations and other food a military base like his discarded. They got huge and, according to him, some of them were even as big as plump chickens. That, and their coloring, got them the nickname soul chickens.” 
 
    Zia just looks at me funny for a second. “I don’t get it.” 
 
    Laughing I patted her on the head. “Don’t worry about it. But he is a pretty bird, and nearly as large as the ones my friend described.” It was true too. The raven was as big as a small chicken and looked overly large for the young girl. Upon closer inspection I can see that the coloring isn’t fully black though. It’s hard to discern, but in the noonday sunlight a faint purple shimmer can be seen on the feathers. That isn’t some regular old Raven. 
 
    I’m distracted from my inspection by Zia’s enthusiastic response. “Well, he is a raven but the description I got when I first summoned him says he is a Harbinger. I named him Zink though.” 
 
    I think I get it. Ravens and crows are often referred to as harbingers of death. This is due to the fact that they often show up to the sites of large battles and where fighting is going to take place. Almost like they have the power of premonition and can tell when a feast is on the way for the scavengers. At least it’s on Zia’s side is all I can think. Raising a hand in a little wave I great the familiar. “Hi Zink. It’s nice to meet you.” 
 
    The raven tilts its head for a second, and then releases a loud caw. “He says hello champion.” She translates for me and giggles. She must be able to communicate like me and Thia can, though I don’t know what the champion business is about. Definitely not a normal raven. 
 
    At that point Azzaria inserts herself and says hello to Zia and Zink. I take the opportunity to step over to Nira. “Hey there.” 
 
    “Hello, Vol. I wanted to thank you for healing my husband after the attack.” I raise my hand to stop her.  
 
    “He helped defend this town. I can never thank him or any of the others enough. And if I didn’t heal him someone else would have. We’re all lucky to have men and women like him to hold the line for us.” I stop there as I think of the ones that paid the ultimate price. A hand on my shoulder brings me out of the melancholy my thoughts were slipping into. 
 
    “I also wanted to thank you for opening the dungeon to everyone. It was the extra money from the dungeon runs that Derl went on that allowed us to afford the spellbook for Zia. If you think she is wound up now you should have seen her last night when we gave it to her.” She looks off in the distance for a moment, as if remembering the scene from last night, with a happy smile. A moment later she gets serious and faces me, making an uncomfortable amount of eye contact. “My daughter absolutely idolizes you. Be sure to provide a good example.” 
 
    Her sudden shift in attitude throws me off for a second, but I nodded my ascent. I don’t know if I’m really worthy of such a thing but what else can I do. Hopefully my best will be good enough. The whole idea of being an example to a person who is still forming an impression of the world is a bit intimidating. 
 
    She must have seen the uncertainty written all over my face because she gives me an encouraging smile. “Just keep up what you’ve been doing, and it will be fine.” A minute later she is gathering the rambunctious youth up to head over to the practice range. 
 
    Azzaria and I are soon moving again. We only make it as far as the main square in front of the keep before someone else stops us. Well, it’s me that she is stopping and Azzaria is waiting. I give her a ‘what can you do’ shrug as the one that called out my name approaches. It’s Kalliel, the wood elf woman that is the singer to Herst’s first punk rock band. Before leaving to the human capital I gifted instruments to her other band members. The guitar and bass I gave them were enchanted to sound like their electric versions from Earth, including a dial on each to adjust distortion. 
 
    Though I’m a little impatient to get to the keep and find out what the deal is with the new arrivals I find myself very curious as well. What could make the approaching singer so excited. A moment later she has bounced over to me and blurts out everything, barely taking a breath. “Our first concert is tonight, and I want you to come!” 
 
    Chuckling a little, I raise my hand to stop her. “Okay, take a second to breathe. So, you’re having a concert tonight? Congratulations on your first one, and the first to happen here in Thunderbird’s Roost. Did Laurissa set this up for you?” 
 
    She nods her head a little too quickly in her excitement. “Yeah, she spoke to us a few days ago about doing it. She said she is in charge of that stuff for the town.” Her face gets serious for a second and she stops hopping back and forth like she needs to use the bathroom. “Is there something wrong? Did she lie about having authority over arts and entertainment?” 
 
    I quickly give her a smile to calm her down. “Don’t worry, everything is fine. I was just a little surprised that she organized something like this already.” With my reassurance she starts fidgeting excitedly again. After a second I gently move along the conversation. “Is there something else you wanted to talk to me about?” 
 
    “Oh, right. I just wanted to invite you backstage at the concert. Not that anyone would stop you if you wanted to. I just wanted to personally invite you since you helped us out…” Her rambling is only increasing in speed as if building up momentum the longer it goes. 
 
    Her enthusiasm is heartening. There are things I need to do now though, so I raise a hand to stop her again. “I would love to come. I’m pretty busy today so give me the details. When is it?” 
 
    “Sorry to hold you up. The show is tonight right after sundown. You can bring whoever you want with you too.” The last part is said with a slightly embarrassed look to Azzaria beside me. Pretty sure she didn’t even realize I was with someone until just then. 
 
    “I’ll be there,” I tell her. With a friendly wave we go our separate ways. Now to find out what is going on with the new arrivals. We quickly make it inside the keep and are ascending the stairs in the entryway when we hear raised voices. 
 
    Both of us run the rest of the way up the stairs and down a corridor to reach the main hall. Just before we burst into the room, I catch the tail end of someone shouting, “It isn’t his fault that we have vampires to deal with! He is the only reason this place even exists for you to hope for refuge!” Dolan’s voice is easily recognizable as he shouts someone down. Then Azzaria and I enter the great hall. There at the other end of the long table are all of the council members and Grondar. Also sitting with them is a large man and a scaled woman. 
 
    The man is muscular and has brown, round ears on his head like a bear. The woman is slender and has fine, white scales on her exposed skin with no hair. Some kind of lizardkin I’m assuming. They’re both wearing traveling clothes like the ones I wear under my armor with tan shirts and brown pants. As we come through the door everyone turns to us. The large man I haven’t met before stands after a second. 
 
    “Is this the man that leads you?” He isn’t yelling but he has a loud voice that projects well in the large room. 
 
    Looking to the council that is all still sitting I get an encouraging nod from Enora and Dolan. Guess I’m on my own here then. The big man has stepped away from the table aggressively, but I’m not worried. This guy wants to intimidate me, but he knows better than to attack me here. Plus, I checked him out and he is only Level 14. Not likely a danger to me at this point. The woman with him remains seated and observes as he takes a couple steps in my direction as we approach. 
 
    I wait until the point he is opening his mouth to say something before I interrupt. A petty play for power, I know. It does have the effect of throwing off the bearkin. “You must have been our neighbors then. Welcome to Thunderbird’s Roost.” 
 
    “What do you mean been neighbors?” The bear man says. 
 
    I give him a big friendly smile. “I thought it was pretty obvious. You see, if you’re here with the numbers I know are coming than you must have left your village and don’t expect to go back. That is, of course, the reason we sent people out to warn of the danger and to invite you here. So welcome, as citizens, if you so choose.” The man seems a little flabbergasted at my quick summary of their situation. It also served the purpose of reminding him of the reason he is here. 
 
    Seeing the man falter, the woman stands and speaks with a soft and measured voice. “My apologies for my friend. As you can imagine, it has been a trying last couple days.” 
 
    I nod and wave it off. “I’m sure. It’s a little surprising that you got here so quickly though.” I can see her flinch just a little at this comment, so I look at her questioningly. Azzaria and I have made our way to the table by now and I take a seat at the head of the table with Azzaria to my right. The woman retakes her seat on my left. The man, having been ignored, also takes a seat next to the woman but doesn’t look happy. He also doesn't look willing to interrupt now that she is talking. 
 
    “Yes, well, to be honest, we were already planning on moving when your man arrived. We had a few people in the woods when the blood thralls passed through and we lost them, all except for one. He was far enough away that he saw what happened but still escaped. When he warned our village, everyone decided that it was best to leave the area. We were just unsure of which way to go to avoid trouble.” She takes a big breath after that as though it lifted a burden from her just to say it all. 
 
    A sardonic smile stretches across my face as I answer her. “Unfortunately, this isn’t the best place to avoid trouble. I do think it’s the best place around to weather it though. As I assume you heard already, those thralls were headed here. We were able to defeat them, but their masters are still out there. I plan on finding them to eliminate any threat to this place eventually. We are improving our defenses and next time we’re attacked there are a few more surprises waiting.” 
 
    The woman nods in understanding and seems to think for a moment. I know both of their names from when I used Identify to discover their levels earlier, the woman is actually Level 20, but I don’t want to be rude. Thankfully she offers their names after a moment. “I’m Surline and the man next to me is Kernak. We’re a couple of the elders from our village that were elected to meet with you before everyone gets here.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you both. I am Vol Adare and I’m technically the one in charge here.” 
 
    Apparently not able to hold his tongue any longer, Kernak blurts out. “We won’t be made your slaves.” A moment after his outburst he flinches away from Surline. Her arm is moving away from him when I look, obviously some sort of rebuke. I also notice that the lizard woman has a thin lizard-like tail that is swishing across the floor behind her. Maybe she snapped him with it or pinched him? 
 
    Whatever the case, he promptly shuts up. This is a matter I wanted to address anyway though. “When I said I was technically in charge here I meant it. Really, the men and women of the council here do most of the day to day stuff. And I can guarantee there are no slaves here in this town.” 
 
    I don’t get much farther before I’m interrupted. The whole council seems to have something to say in my defense. It takes a minute for the chorus of positive comments to calm. Even Laurissa has a few things to chime in on my behalf. Then Grondar steps forward. “I know you are new here, but you should be far more careful with your words. When the thralls of those bloodsuckers came here for blood, he—” Grondar points at me for emphasis, “—stood on the wall with the rest of us. And when the strongest of them came to take the wall he,” The guard captain jabs the finger at me once again, “stepped forward. Nearly killed him to do it, but he came through for all of us.” 
 
    The burly dwarf’s words shut down any retort Kernak planned to make and his jaw snaps shut. “We can obviously see that no one here is a slave, and it’s plain the respect they all have for you.” Surline says this, and then gives our hot-tempered guest a look. This is one look everyone can interpret. Shut up it says. 
 
    From there on it was all basically negotiating. I say negotiating because that is what they thought was going to happen. Really, we were so prepared for the new arrivals that everything they asked for, and more, was already available. Our counteroffers to them were really improvements on their requests. For one thing, they were expecting to reside in communal buildings. Their expressions when we told them we already had homes for them, and even shops on the market street for them, were priceless. 
 
    When everything was winding down Surline got a troubled look on her face. “But how are we going to pay for all this? Many of us have a little saved up, but not nearly enough to buy homes. And what is the food situation?” 
 
    For this I have no answer. Honestly, I was just planning on giving them the buildings to further my own goals for the town. Then again, that is what the council is for, and what they say surprises me a little. Apparently, there is a new banker, and he is going to lend everyone the necessary funds for the first-time home purchases. I interjected at this point to talk to Dolan. Apparently, the council had been thinking ahead and discussed this while I was off doing other things. I made sure that the cost for each home would be very reasonable though. 
 
    It’s Jerick that stands to answer her second question. “As for food, we’re without worry. This land is very fertile and we’re already harvesting a first round of crops. On top of that, the lake is full of fish and there is plenty of game around here. If we need to, we can even issue a quest for hunting or foraging at the local Adventurers’ Guild.” 
 
    Both of their eyes widen at that. Kernak looks particularly interested in the subject. That, of course, led to even more questions. By the time things were all set, the new citizens had been waiting on the bridge in front of the east gate for a half hour. Thankfully, the council had taken care of it, and there were guards and volunteers waiting to escort the refugees into their new homes as soon as everything was agreed upon. 
 
    As the meeting was winding down, I had an idea for a welcome party. “Before you bring everyone in, I want you to invite them to the concert tonight. As kind of a welcome to your new home party. I think you’ll find the entertainment unique, if nothing else.” 
 
    Laurissa raises a hand and gets my attention. We both step away from the table to talk in private. “My Lord, there is room for them, and more, but who will pay for them?”  
 
    “I will, but how is the band getting paid?” I was curious about that since I heard about the concert.  
 
    “The tickets are ten copper a person. The town gets half and the band gets the rest.” 
 
    “No problems,” A quick check with IMA tells me there are 257 new people to add to the town. A good boost to our current population of 464. “That is 13 silver and 20 copper for the band and the town. In the future the tickets should be a little more. Also, you can charge different amounts for the different seating places, the closer the more expensive.” I take out 30 silver and hand it to her. “Make sure the extra goes to the band.” The amount is low for this kind of performance, but a lot of that is the small number of people that can attend. 20 thousand people, give or take, can be accommodated at the concert hall, but the whole town is less than a thousand people. 
 
    I think the woman is getting used to me because she just looks at the money and shrugs before pocketing it. She takes a few minutes to talk to me about some of the financials involved in setting up for a major event like the one for tonight. Honestly, I wasn’t really paying much attention, but I did catch something about an enchantment. Apparently, she had commissioned Bolden to set up a sound-amplifying enchantment on the front of the stage itself. It was expensive but that didn’t bother me because all it required was someone to charge it with mana from now on. 
 
    I finally sneak out shortly after that. There are still a few hours until dark, so I point my feet towards the training grounds. Both Azzaria and Grondar follow me out of the keep. There are a few messages that await my review, but I ignore them for now. After training I’ll read them and take a look at my neglected profession. 
 
    As we arrive at the training grounds, we hear a commotion. Grondar is called over and we follow to see what is going on. We find a tall wood elf with the characteristic dark tan colored skin and hair so dark brown that it’s almost black. He is standing beside a cloud of black fog. As we get close, he waves off the guard he was talking to and walks over to Grondar. The wood elf immediately starts giving what sounds like a scouting report. I don’t pay attention to what he is saying because I’m watching the cloud. 
 
    As I stare, a form takes shape within the fog that resolves into a huge cat. It’s laying down and still comes up to a person’s shoulders. Upon closer inspection, I can tell it looks a lot like a jet-black panther—just bigger than any I have ever heard of. It’s also surrounded by the black cloud, which I can tell now is more like floating, three dimensional, shadows. I quickly use Identify on it.  
 
      
 
    Slink: Female Shadow Panther, Level 26, Stalker. HP: 100%. 
 
      
 
    That must be the Beast Companion to the wood elf talking to the guard captain. Turning to Azzaria I ask, “Where do you find shadow panthers?”  
 
    After I ask, she gets this look in her eyes. I’ve seen that look a few times since I met her, she is going to enlighten me on a subject she finds interesting. “A shadow panther is one of the things a regular panther can evolve into. Roarn over there has had Slink since she was a kitten. He found her when he was young, and they have been inseparable ever since. He likes to live in the woods with her, so he stays away from the town for long periods of time.” 
 
    “How come I never saw him before? He must have been following us when we moved to this spot from Efftin.” I had seen other villagers with Beast Companions, but I’m sure I would have noticed Slink over there.  
 
    Azzaria just shakes her head at that. “I’m sure he was around. Grondar would have sent someone out ahead of us to tell him what was going on. Then, when we moved, he roamed out far, only telling the nearest scouts if he found anything. They would tell Grondar.” 
 
    Thinking about my own Beast Companion, I look around to see if I can spot Timbre, but I don’t. “So, when does this evolution usually happen?” 
 
    “Level 24,” is her quick response. “It’s known that evolutionary paths open up on the talent tree at 35 TP and the 36th can be used to make the evolution happen. I think this holds true for Beast Companions and Familiars.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me this before!?” Now I’m excited to see what will happen in a couple levels. 
 
    “For that reason, right there. I can see it in your expression. You’re excited about the prospect. It won’t make it come any sooner and you would have seen the options on Thia’s talent tree when the time did come. As for Timbre, that’s her own business.” 
 
    Damn she was right. The anticipation might kill me, but for the moment I take a few calming breaths. Time to focus on more important things, like why has Roarn finally come into town himself if he usually just relays the reports. “Thanks for the information Az. Now let’s go find out what his impromptu visit is for.” We both take a step closer to the pair and I caught the tail end of the report. Something is a few miles to the north and east of here. Then the wood elf named Roarn nods to all of us and walks back to his panther friend. Without another word he hops on and they ride off toward the east gate. 
 
    We all watch him go for a moment before Grondar turns to me. “We have a natural dungeon forming nearby. Roarn says it could be a bad one and that it needs to be cleared out before it gets too entrenched. He told me it is already too big for a single group to clear. The tunnels he checked out go far and we will need to take a significant portion of the guard to clear it. I’m worried about leaving the town without enough defenders though.” 
 
    Perfect. I’ve been waiting for something like this. Not the impending danger to the town, but a reason to commission a quest. “My team will go, and you can send a few guards. For the rest we can put the word out. Post a quest for the town at the guild. I doubt there won’t be at least a few groups to accept. If we need it, you can fill in a few more spots with guards tomorrow morning before we leave.” 
 
    Grondar shakes his head at me. “You aren’t getting out of our practice together that easy.” Then he calls over a younger looking guard and gives him a few quick commands. Just like that, the runner heads toward the adventurers’ guild and I get to spar with Grondar again. By the end of our training I regretted telling him about getting the light armor skill. He told me to keep it on for training, which allowed him to hit me even harder. 
 
    A couple hours of that and I was bruised all over, even where the armor protected. With the little time left, I trained my spells. I found that the more I push my control of the spell, how it moves and how far it can go, the more it seems to improve. It could all be in my head, but it’s a theory. After expending all my mana multiple times, I lean back against the stall I have been firing from and relax. Sitting there I slowly cast a few healing spells on myself to fix the bruising. 
 
    Back to full health, stretching helps keep my muscles from cramping. The sun is starting to set and the people training around me start to wind down, picking up their things and stretching like me. Looking at the colorfully lit sky with its yellows and oranges I take a second to just exist. I even catch a glimpse of one of the moons in the sky, waiting to make its nightly appearance. Moment passed, I open my Status and take a look at where I am for the moment.   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Vol Adare 
  
      	  Age 
  
      	  26 
  
     
 
      
      	  Level 
  
      	  22 
  
      	  Race 
  
      	  Void Human 
  
     
 
      
      	  To next level 
  
      	  96% 
  
      	  Patron 
  
      	  Gwydia 
  
     
 
      
      	  HP: 
  
      	  750 
  
      	  MP: 
  
      	  1950 
  
      	  Class 
  
      	  Mage 
  
     
 
      
      	  STR 
  
      	  20 
  
      	  25 
  
      	  Subclass 1 
  
      	  Celestial 
  
     
 
      
      	  AGI 
  
      	  20 
  
      	  35 
  
      	  Subclass 2 
  
      	  Divine 
  
     
 
      
      	  VIT 
  
      	  30 
  
      	  35 
  
      	  Subclass 3 
  
      	  None 
  
     
 
      
      	  INT 
  
      	  54 
  
      	  114 
  
      	  Profession 
  
      	  Enchanter 
  
     
 
      
      	  WIS 
  
      	  52 
  
      	  112 
  
      	  Specialty 
  
      	  Bonding 
  
     
 
      
      	  Unspent SP: 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Titles 
  
     
 
      
      	  Abilities 
  
     
 
      
      	  Skills 
  
     
 
      
      	  Grimoire 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    So close to leveling up. Tomorrow should put me over and then some. For now, I open my Professions. There is one point to place in my Bonding specialty. I quickly finish off the Mana Consciousness talent that I’ll need for the project I have Bolden working on. This tier of the talent will make the mana consciousness smarter and allow the owner to communicate with it when not touching the item.  
 
    Next comes the regular enchanter talent tree. There are two TP to place, but one of them goes to finishing the Amplify Damage talent. This ups the increase to the damage modifier on STR and AGI to 20 percent from ten. Looking over the other options available, it’s a toss-up between two of them. One of them is a talent that branched off from the set charges talent called Split Charges. It would allow for multiple active skills to draw from the same gem. 
 
    The other option is called Dump Charges. The talent allows a person to expend all charges on an item at once. This talent comes off of the Self Charging talent and is farther down the tree than Split Charges. Ultimately, it’s Dump Charges that appeals to me most, so I place the last free TP there. Still, there are a few more levels before I can see the next tier down the tree so I can always get Split Charges another time. 
 
    Pending messages are next on the agenda before I get moving again. Closing out the status menu, I focus on the message icon in the lower left side of my vision. It’s unobtrusive and barely noticeable until I focus on it. When I do, it comes into being and a mental command lets me see the messages that have been piling up. The first things waiting for my attention are about the town. With the influx of new citizens, the town gained a total of three levels. 
 
    Apparently, the population is the only thing holding the town back in regards to its level at this point. The text for the town’s level up messages included things like active food production and entertainment as well as the mention of reaching population requirements. Now I have a total of four points to place into developing the town more. I put it off for the moment as I want to be able to put some thought into my choices. 
 
    The next messages are for my personal growth. The utter beating that I got from Grondar finally shows its silver lining. Light Armor Mastery gained a total of three levels, bringing it to ten. It wasn’t like I was defenseless during our spar though. I gained a couple levels in Staff Mastery for my trouble as well. At Level 15 I was wondering if I would earn a new Skill too, but no such luck. During the training I did get a little practice in with the Skills I already had. Unfortunately, Grondar is far more experienced in physical combat than I am so landing an attack was rare. I still gained a level in Rebound and Interrupt for my trouble. 
 
    The range was a little more productive than my Skill training. While practicing magic I was able to gain another level in Advanced Mana Control. I think the emphasis on manipulating the spells really contributed to this. 
 
    My Focus for the training session was mainly on my elemental magics this round. All the higher-level spells for which I have the books are for that realm. I’m looking forward to having a little more firepower instead of focusing completely on versatility. For that reason, I make sure to level up my Water magic once. Now at 20, the Whirlpool spellbook comes out and is quickly learned. Checking on the description tells me it’s basically the water version of Tornado. It drowns targets instead of flinging them in the air to fall. Otherwise, the range, cost and everything else are the same.  
 
    I spent a little time after that working on Dark magic using the Shadow Spike spell. That got me a level. Then I focused on Fire magics. I have a spellbook for when I reach Level 25 in that—as well as needing it for the Meteor Shower spell I really want to learn. Trying to maximize my training has me doing multiple things at the same time though. With Neutral magic I’m creating Mana Decoys to help improve my control, as well as using Folded space to redirect waves of fire that I was sending forth.  
 
    The whole thing was actually pretty cathartic after the helpless feeling when fighting Grondar. I get a little overzealous in my practice on occasion. The flame would sometimes overflow the divider if I sent it in from the side of the target. This was answered by an indignant mental feeling sent by Thia, who was in the next aisle over. It all did get me another level in Neutral and Space magic. Fire gained two from my little pyromaniacal spree. 
 
    With Thia practicing, there were also a few messages for her too. The constant crackle and pop of lightning was present through our training and her dedication shows in her increases. There are messages for increases to Ball Lightning, Knifewings and Bladestrike. All of those skills gained a single level except for Bladestrike, which got two. That concluded her development for the afternoon. 
 
    Done with my chores for the moment I focus on the fading twilight. It’ll be full dark soon and the concert will be underway shortly after that. I have only one more thing to do before that though. During my training I expended all of the armed spells I had left. So now I need to refill them. Like before, I make two out of the four available spots Mana Barriers. It doesn’t take very long to cast but being able to release it instantly has shown how useful it can be. 
 
    The third slot is filled with stasis. This could be useful to evade and to pile on damage. That cast time takes a little while though, making it difficult to use when pressed. Arming it will give me an extra ace up my sleeve. For the last open slot, I want a little firepower. Thankfully I can cancel a spell that is armed without releasing it or storing away something like the Tornado spell I cast would be difficult to replace until I found a safe place to let it go. 
 
    As I’m finishing up, I hear someone approaching. Knowing that it’s Thia coming due to our bond, I rise to my feet. We don’t say anything as she arrives, knowing what comes next. We move down a couple stalls and I call out to Azzaria. She is gathering her arrows from the straw dummy at the end of her firing lane. 
 
    “Az, time to go.” Being there when we were invited, she knows the reason. 
 
    Waving to us as she turns, she cups her hands around her mouth and calls back. “I’ll be done in a moment. Go get Timbre and we can meet at the entrance.” 
 
    Giving her a wave back I then turn and head into the sparring rings. I saw her when we were on the way to the ranges earlier and I go back to the same place. When we arrive at the ring where she was fighting, there is no one there. At least upon first inspection. Then I hear the sound of heavy breathing from the nearby wall to the pit. As I start to lean over the wall, I see the head of a white-and-black striped tigerkin, leaning back against the inside of the barrier. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Not seeing Timbre’s head, I start thinking the worst. As I lean farther forward, I catch a flash of gray fur. Then I see Timbre. She is also leaning against the wall but laying on her side in the sand. That panting I heard was from her, in her direwolf form. She is panting heavily a few feet away from the tigerkin guard. Trying to catch her breath from what I’m sure was a grueling sparring match. 
 
    She looks unharmed but I need to make sure. Bringing my head down to get a better look at her, I examine her direwolf form for injuries. “Are you okay Timbre?” 
 
    At the sound of my voice she lifts her head off the sand and looks to me. A shimmer in the air around her and suddenly she is a beastkin woman again. Her chest heaves up and down with her labored breath, but she quickly hops up. “Is it time to go?” At my nod she turns to the guard still leaning against the wall. “Thanks for the spar.” Then she hops the wall and follows as we walk east. 
 
    The walk takes a little time as the last rays of the sun are disappearing beyond the walls. Thia takes the opportunity to remind me about my wish to give the girls each their own private time with me. Thinking about it, there isn’t any real reason not to start tonight. I mentally thank Thia and then speak out loud to the two women with me. “Azzaria won the bet the other day so I hope you don’t mind if I reward her tonight.” 
 
    Timbre’s ears noticeably droop, and her tail lowers itself toward the ground. I can’t tell whether it’s from the reminder of her failure to defeat Azzaria or it’s because she won’t be accompanying me tonight. Either way, they made a deal and Timbre nodded her agreement. A moment later we arrive at the stadium. People are streaming into the entrance quickly and I step to the side to wait for Azzaria. I get a peck on the cheek and a hug from the other two and they head off to join the rest of the people in the crowd. 
 
    A minute later Azzaria shows up and I greet her with a hug. She looks around before asking, “Where are the others?” 
 
    Walking hand in hand toward the entrance I fill her in on the night’s plan. “You won the bet so it’s just you and me tonight.” This earns me a bright smile and Azzaria snuggles into my side as we continue to walk. After entering the large outside concert hall, I turn right and bring us around to one of the side doors that leads to the backstage area. 
 
    “You made it!” The excited shout comes from the bubbly singer that invited us here tonight. 
 
    I chuckle a little. “Wouldn’t have missed it for the world.” 
 
    “Hi Azzaria.” She quickly greets my companion before turning back to me. “I heard that you invited all the new arrivals to the show. Thank you so much.” 
 
    I look to the other members of her band and they all look decidedly less enthused. Especially the bass player, Marysil. There is also a fourth member that I haven’t met before. “I thought it would be a good welcome home gesture as well as another way to promote your music.” Gesturing to the other band members behind her I continue. “Are they alright? and who is the new guy?” 
 
     Kalliel glances over her shoulder and shrugs. “The new guy is our drummer. He is a new addition.” The man in question is a tall, whipcord thin snow elf. His eyes are ice blue balls of nerves and he is very pale. It doesn’t help his complexion that his hair is pure white like most snow elves. “They get a little nervous around so many people. They’ll be fine once we get started. Speaking of, we should be heading out on stage now.” With a final wave to me she gathers the members of her band and they head for the stage. 
 
    There is nothing grand about it and I start thinking of ways to spice up future performances. They could use a fog machine at least. I nearly smack myself. Magic! And I have a few things that could help out a little. I’m about to cast Fog on the stage when I think better of it. They aren’t in my party so that spell would make it difficult for the band to see too. Instead I switch to Illusion. I need to work on my Light magic anyway. 
 
    Before the band steps onto the stage in full view, a curtain of fog rises up in front of the audience. Our performers for the night hesitate as they head out on stage but quickly take their positions. Kalliel looks over to me, flashes a thumbs-up, then faces the waiting crowd. With Azzaria leaning against me, I drop the fog illusion. The cute wood elf singer announces the band name as Enchanted Echo or double E for short. Then she greets the people and thanks them for coming, mentioning our new citizens in the process. 
 
    Then they start playing. Their sound is a lot like the 90s alt punk bands I remember from back in the good old U.S. of A. As we are enjoying the concert and the close-up action from the side of the stage, I take a look at the crowd. Not everyone in the town is in attendance, but most people are. There is some cheering from the crowd as the first song ends. On the second song I add in a few effects like a spotlight on the singer and floating lights that dance over the stage and crowd alike. 
 
    This continues for a couple more songs and I’m really giving the Illusion spell a workout. Looking out to the crowd again I spot Thia and Timbre. They aren’t alone. Gem and Ian are both there with them. I give a wave to our friends when they wave to us and Azzaria steps away from me for a moment to poke her head around the corner. She looks out at the few hundred people that are barely taking up any room in the stands. 
 
    Without warning, there is a deep fiery spike of pain that pierces my lower back. Stunned by the abrupt sensation I freeze up. It doesn’t help that a second stab of pain follows the first after a fraction of a second and in the opposite side of my lower back. Whatever it is that is causing the pain withdraws and there is a slight relief from the pain. Something stabbed me and it was just pulled out! I know what comes next and fear floods my mind. The only thing I can think of are the inevitable follow up stabs that are no doubt headed my way. 
 
    All these thoughts and more take only a fraction of a second and the world around me slows, my mind ramping up into overdrive. It all blows away a moment later and only one thought remains. Escape. The only thing that matters at that split-second moment in time is escaping that terrible pain. Instinct takes over and my body moves on its own, diving forward. The move takes me onto the stage and another spike of pain causes me to falter and roll haphazardly along the ground. 
 
    Coming to a halt, the roll ends with me on my back. As my brain starts working normally once more, I catch a glimpse of the HP bar in the corner of my vision. Only four percent is left. If not for the fact that I keep Magic Armor on all the time I would already be dead. With the 10% physical damage resistance I was barely hanging on though. I don’t even bother to cast it; I just use one of the armed Mana Barriers to activate my defense. 
 
    It’s a good thing that I did because two conjured knives of bright red magic impact against it before there is time to do anything else. Reeling from the sudden dive into combat, I react on instinct and down a potion from the pouch on my belt. 
 
    Checking my injuries, I find there is a throwing knife sticking out of my gut. That is what got me during my roll. I pull that free and let it drop to the ground as the potion gets to work on healing the wound. I don’t get much time to recover though. Looking up to my attacker I’m in time to see something blurring in my direction. My increased INT gets to work, and everything seems to slow down as I get a good look at my attacker. 
 
    A vampire is hurling toward my position and there is death in his eyes. In the space between seconds I catch a glimpse of his lean body and pointed ears. This was probably a high elf before being turned. The eyes are a malevolent red now, and the snarl on his face clearly displays the prominent canines that are indicative of a vampire. 
 
    Then he is on me. Flashing blades slash at my shield and I only have time to use Fire Nova as my barrier collapses. The explosion of flame sends the vampire sliding back on his heels, though he stays upright. With a little room now, I can see that I’m close to centerstage, but the music hasn’t stopped. The crowd is cheering, and the band keeps playing. A stray thought flits through my mind that almost makes me laugh. Everyone just thinks it’s a part of the show. Maybe I’ll die to the cheers of a crowd. Now that would be something. 
 
      
 
    Sorin: Male Vampire, Level 28, Assassin, Bloody Dagger. HP: 100%. 
 
      
 
    My Identify is not helping my moral at this point. If no one comes to help me in time, there is no way I can fight this guy off. On top of everything else I have a debuff. The blades he stabbed me with must have been poisoned. The debuff is called Blood Poison and reduces all healing effects by 50% as well as reducing my mana regeneration for the same.  
 
    The reprieve only lasts a second before the vampire is headed my way again. Thankfully, a glowing arrow zips in. It would have hit Sorin too if he hadn’t completely stopped his forward movement. Azzaria has joined in and is laying down a constant stream of arrows from the side of the stage. It only slows the assassin down as he continues his single-minded advance on me.  
 
    I briefly glance to Kalliel a few feet away, still singing her heart out. She must have caught something in my gaze because her eyes go wide. She doesn’t stop singing and I can’t keep looking at her with a determined killer headed my way. I add my own attacks to the fray and force Sorin to dodge even more. The Fireballs and Shadow Spikes I sent give him enough time to dodge, but lightning was another story.  
 
    This whole time I can hear the band ramp it up and play even louder. Like they were fighting against the sound of our combat. I’m able to delay the inevitable attack long enough for the cooldown on Mana Barrier to finish. I use the other armed one to renew the protection. The assassin is nearly on me and another Fire Nova is much less effective this time. Sorin just crosses his daggers in front of him and they shimmer a blood red color. My fire parts at the weapons touch and my attacker gets through with only minor singeing.  
 
    When he comes at me with speed, I hold my hand forward and activate the ability from my staff. The glowing shield materializes in time to take the hit. I let it push me back though, opening up some space between us. That is when something peculiar happens. The crowd is just loving this whole spectacle and the cheering is at its loudest. Then, from near me, there is a scream. 
 
    The sound isn’t one of pain or fear, but that of a female heavy metal singer at the climax to her favorite song. There are even undertones of harmonic voices accompanying the sound. The music I was hearing this whole time also shifts subtly. It becomes ominous with heavy riffs coming from the guitars. The assassin seems physically affected by the scream and sways away from the source. 
 
    The scream cuts off and is replaced with another note in the same manner. This time Sorin is actually knocked on his ass. What the hell is going on here? Looking back to the band on stage reveals them all staring down the vampire. Kalliel has a fierce snarl on her face as I can see her making the crazy powerful sound. There is an actual ripple in the air like sound waves made visible. The bass and lead guitar strum powerfully and hold a long drawn out power cord. The drummer stomps away on his foot pedals with a fervor. 
 
    The combination of sound combines with the screams of the crowd, melding together in a face melting cacophony. My brain vibrates in my skull and I can tell that I’m only getting the fringes of the effect. Sorin is getting it full force and drops his daggers. Hands go to his head and clutch at his ears, trying to keep the sound out. I know that won’t help though. The sound waves are strong enough now to just vibrate a person’s whole body.  
 
    Going to his knees, his mouth opens in what looks like a tortured scream, but it was drowned out by the wall of sound. Then his face actually starts melting like a wax mask on a hot summer day. As I watch, his HP is dropping like a stone. At half, the vampire assassin drops his hands and tries to run for the backstage area. Azzaria is there, and a brief pang of worry surfaces but disappears as the music changes again. 
 
    Sorin only made it a couple of quick steps with his droopy face before falling to the floor. Convulsions start next and his HP bar bottoms out soon after. When the vampire dies it goes limp and the band fades out. Looking around I find the rest of my team just making it through the crowd and the band is looking to me with worried expressions. The spectators still seem to be oblivious to the true nature of the fight they saw. 
 
    Well, this is supposed to be a time for everyone to unwind. Not wanting to be the one to ruin it for them I raise a fist to the air. With ringing ears, I shout, “Is everyone having a good time tonight?!” and the stages enchantment amplifies my voice. The response is a resounding cheer as many of the attendees raise fists in the air just like mine. I nod to Kalliel with a motion I hope she interprets as ‘go ahead’ then walk backstage to join Azzaria. Kalliel picks up on the clue from me and she starts up a new song. On the way I give the corpse a kick and transfer it to my storage. 
 
    Azzaria and I are soon joined by Timbre, Thia, Gem and Ian. Gem cleanses the debuff I have and then starts healing me up. “What the hell was that?!” Ian whisper yells when he is close enough to be heard. 
 
    I know what he is talking about and I got nothing. “Damned if I know. Some sort of massive sound-based attack.” To be honest, it scared the hell out of me. The band was only Level 15 or 16, and they could still decimate a Level 28 like that. What the hell? And I thought I was overpowered.  
 
    It’s Azzaria, always the inquisitive student, that has a theory. “I bet it’s their professions. They’re probably all musicians with specialties in their type of instrument. Combined with a class like bard, or something like that, I can see why this happened. From the way that felt, I bet it’s a class ability that allows them to work together and build power from their audience. With this many people, something like that could generate a massive boost.” 
 
    Ian gets a thoughtful look and then opens his mouth. “That makes sense. My old man always told me never to pick a fight with a performing bard. When I asked him, he would just say ‘trust me’ and go about his business.” 
 
    “Well, after tonight, that is the advice I sure plan to follow.” After I say that, the song ends, and my saviors start making their way to us. 
 
    Kalliel is the last to join us as she was waving to the fans and saying their goodbyes. Before she gets off stage the guitar player, Harin, turns his wide eyes to us. “What the hell? Was that a real vampire?” 
 
    “Yeah, that was. Remember the whole blood thrall invasion that happened a few days ago? Well, it appears our enemies just tried a more subtle approach to the invasion. What I don’t get is why IMA didn’t detect him. Also, what was the purpose. I’m not the strongest individual in town and killing me wouldn’t have given them control of this place.” I give IMA a mental prod about her part at that point. 
 
    When she answers, she sounds almost distracted. I didn’t even think that was possible. “Yes Vol, something was stopping me from detecting the assassin until after it attacked. I believe it is some sort of advanced stealth skill. I’m actively trying to detect any others but there is nothing that I can see.” 
 
    “She says it is an advanced stealth skill,” I say out loud for the others to hear. “IMA, is there anything we can do to prevent them from sneaking in like that again?” 
 
    Again, there is a hesitation. “There is an option for Expansion in the LDM. If you take that it will increase the area you and I have influence over. A side effect of that will be an increased awareness closer to the Mana Fount. This in itself won’t help much, but it will open up an Advanced Detection upgrade. That should allow me to overpower their stealth, as well as detect things beyond the town’s area of influence.” 
 
    “Hold on guys, I’m going to try something.” I quickly open the LDM and place a point into the Expansion option and then into the Advanced Detection one that IMA said would appear. 
 
    Before I can do anything else IMA practically shouts into my head. From their flinches I can tell the communication is with my whole party. “INTRUDER ALERT! There is a hostile in the Chapel.” 
 
    “That’s it!” Azzaria says. “Vol, you are the one who has claim over the Mana Fount. No one can claim it while you live, but if you died, that stealth vampire could take it. If that happens, they will have control of all our defenses. That would include the Elemental Automatons too.” 
 
    “Damn! That would spell the end of Thunderbird’s Roost. Without them there is no way we could have held out against the attack a few days ago. And that wasn’t even the vampires themselves. Add them to our enemies’ forces, and it’s over.” There are grim nods all around, even from the band. I feel an evil grin take over my face and look to my team. This vampire had made a critical mistake. Now it was time to make him pay. “Who’s ready to put the hurt on another vampire?” 
 
    Kalliel speaks up for the band. “I would love to help you, but without the stage and the audience we won’t be much good to you.” At least that partially confirms Azzaria’s theory. 
 
    “You’ve done enough. Now that we have a moment to prepare, we’ll be fine. I really enjoyed the music though. Have a great night and thanks for the assist.” 
 
    “You’re welcome my lord. And good luck.” Kalliel says. She is echoed by the rest of the band before they leave us. 
 
    Soon IMA is feeding me more specifics about our intruder. This one is a woman and she is behind the altar. IMA says she is starting to move around more and is probably getting nervous that I’m not dead yet. That means we’ll need to act soon, or she may try to bolt. IMA has also notified the council of the situation and they are all gathering in the main hall where the entrance to the Chapel is. When I relay all this to the team, we form our group again, and I open the portal that I always use to the main hall in the corner. 
 
    We arrive through the doorway that my spell creates, and we’re greeted by a host of people. All of the council members are here as well as Grondar and a dozen guards. Knowing that our prey is just on the other side of the large doors, everyone is keeping quiet. Grondar walks up to me and starts laying it out. I’ll admit, his plan was better than what I was thinking. Under his instruction, our physically resistant people, including Grondar, Dolan, and Timbre, form up in front. Just behind them the rest of us ranged attackers line up. 
 
    When Grondar gives the order, IMA starts creating a line of five Elemental Automatons inside the chapel and surrounding the altar in a semicircle. The rest of us burst through the door and line up in formation just inside. IMA is feeding me constant updates on our target that tell me how she froze at first but is trying to inch to our left now. Everyone else is still unable to see her though. 
 
    This is where my little addition to Grondar’s plan comes in. With exaggerated movements I aim a Fireball a little to the right of the altar and away from the vampire. As it leaves my hand, I fix it with a little surprise. Folded Space brings the previous spell right in front of the stealth assassin. I can tell it’s another assassin because the fiery explosion brings her out of stealth, and I can Identify her. Then it’s on.  
 
    Spells and skill enhanced arrows are launched over the heads of our protective tanks. Elemental magics are also hurled from our summoned assistants. The assassin can dodge a few of the slower projectiles but not enough. The damage is significant and one of her legs is injured causing her to fall. The second wave crashes down on her and I can tell she activates something that absorbs some of the attacks, but it’s nowhere near enough. the resistance is only for a fraction of a second before the combined damage rolls over her like a tidal wave. 
 
    And that’s it. A little anticlimactic but we did respond with overwhelming force. Everyone pauses for a moment, watching to see if she moves. My Identify tells me the story, though—the would-be usurper is long gone. I step forward between the crowd and walk up to the body. Her body goes into my storage along with her partner. It doesn’t feel right to loot her here in the chapel of my patron goddess. Besides, I had another body to loot and search for clues. 
 
    As we leave the Chapel a couple maids enter to start cleaning. The new staff is really on point. In the great hall I bring the bodies out near one side of the room. Meanwhile, Grondar is sending his men back to their posts or dismissing them. The council follows along with me. 
 
    “Where did the other body come from?” This is from Enora. I guess IMA informed them of the intruder but not the previous attack on me. 
 
    “That is the assassin that attacked me on my date.” I can’t help but chuckle a little at the memory of the vampire being completely owned by a band a civilians almost half his level. “He didn’t really know what he was getting into.” After that I tell the story of what happened at the concert. A few of the council look worried, so I tell them about the new defenses we now have against subtle intrusion. That seems to lighten the mood a little. 
 
    Searching the bodies doesn’t reward us much in the way of information. They had decent sets of leather armor that we could definitely put to use but nothing on where they came from. I sit back on my butt next to the two dead vampires and try to think. Unfortunately, they were prepared in case of a failure like this, and we have nothing to go on. At this point I would just need to wait and hope that the scouts and runners to the other villages produce some intel. I hate being idle like this though. 
 
    Our enemy has already shown its intention to keep attacking us and doing nothing feels like a waste of time. I want to take the fight to them, but they could be anywhere. At least this gives us more time to prepare and level up for the future attack I want to launch. Some research is in order though. Having an idea of what to expect from a den of vampires could prove immensely useful. 
 
    I’m soon brought out of my thoughts by one of the newly hired maid staff. “What shall we do with the bodies my lord?” 
 
    I briefly think about raising them as minions with death magic, but I can’t do that yet, and neither can anyone in the town, as far as I know. Plus, without knowing if there is a fight soon, I don’t want the raised dead just wandering around, smelling up the place. Looking to Dolan for guidance on this he just nods in return and starts telling the maid what to do. Apparently, there is a pyre a little ways from the east gate, where the blood thralls were burned. The bodies will be left outside the gates by the guards there and burned in the morning. 
 
    Standing, I try and put the churning thoughts of the future to rest. Taking Azzaria’s hand I pull her in for a hug. “Our night was interrupted. Would you like to get a drink with me at the Golden Feather and go for a walk?” 
 
    My lovely high elf tilts her head as if trying to read me. The sheer amount of fighting has definitely taught me to cope with it and get on with life. I think she can read this in me and responds with a sad smile. Like witnessing the loss of innocence for a child. It’s gone a moment later, replaced with genuine joy, though I can see she is hiding what I saw before. “I’d love to.” Turning to the rest of our team she waves. “Don’t wait up.” Then she is dragging me out of the keep to continue our date. 
 
    We leave the building holding hands but Azzaria pulls me south, away from the inn, and down another street that has a few small shops. “Where are we going?” 
 
    She smiles at me mischievously. “Malto’s.” Then she pulls me forward again. 
 
    Admittedly, I don’t know all the shops and places that are within my domain. There are a lot and we were focused on setting everything up as fast as possible during the months after the migration to this area. As a result, I know all the buildings but very few of the businesses that took them. It’s even worse when it comes to personal residences. Suffice it to say, I have no idea what Malto’s is. 
 
    Stopping in front of a small shop with big windows taking up the front. They were intended as display windows when we magicked the place up but they are serving a different purpose now. Behind the windows are people at small round tables just big enough for two. Peering inside reveals a little restaurant that is obviously designed for couples since there are only the small tables throughout the whole place. 
 
    Turning to Azzaria shows me an excited smile. “I’ve wanted to come here with you since it opened. We’ve been so busy that we didn’t really have a chance.” 
 
    “This is great Az, but how does this place stay in business. It just doesn’t seem like they have a sustainable model to maintain enough business.” My musings about the feasibility of Malto’s business plan are met with an amused laugh. 
 
    “Wait until you see the prices, you might change your mind.” With that wallet threatening statement she leads me in. The woman that is waiting near the door is an odd case. Though I’ve seen a few others like her, most of the beastkin races, at least in Thunderbird’s Roost, are predatory. By that I mean that they look like humans mixed with some sort of animal that is a predator like a wolf or tiger. Our host is a cow beastkin. She has the long ears with the white fur and black spots like a cow. Soft chocolate brown eyes look at us from an otherwise human face. 
 
    The woman gives us a bright smile in greeting and steps out from the podium she was behind. That’s when I notice a few more things. She is wearing a maid’s outfit. Not a conservative one like I’ve seen the people working at the keep wear though. This is frilly and slightly revealing with a plunging neckline. It also has a short frilly block skirt that reveals something else that draws my eyes away from her ample assets. Her legs are covered in fur the same color as her ears. The legs are long and shapely, ending in petite hooves. 
 
    She kind of reminds me of the satyr we met in Riverock. Movement catches my eye and a moment later her slender, furred tail swishes into view with a fluffy poof of white hair at the end. The tail swings back again just as the woman speaks up. “Hello, and welcome to Malto’s, your romantic dining experience. If you’ll follow me, I’ll seat you at a table.” 
 
    She doesn’t even flinch at my curiosity about her form and just flips her dark brown hair to the side as she turns to lead us further inside. We follow and get seated at one of the tables near a window. The lighting is from a pair of candles on the table and only softly glowing magical lanterns light the rest of the room. “Here you are,” says our host as I pull out the chair for Azzaria. “Your waitress will be here shortly.” We thank her after taking the menus and she leaves. 
 
    Before I can even start up a conversation with Azzaria there is another woman in a revealing maid outfit here to take our drink order. This woman is a lion type beastkin and recommends a sweet wine that we agree to. When she leaves, I quickly browse the menu and pick some sort of pasta dish. The choices were like an Italian-Asian fusion. Azzaria wasn’t kidding about the price either. I had plenty of money, though, so I wasn’t worried. 
 
    From there the night progressed like a normal date would. We shared small talk and ate. Azzaria told me how she was not really happy about Thia and Timbre joining my little harem at first, but now she can’t imagine our life without them. They really grew on her. I think it helps that they both defer to her in things regarding our relationship. I have to admit that it’s still a little odd for me having three women, but I couldn’t be happier. 
 
    When I express this to Azzaria our conversation turns to gender roles on Herst and the fact that multiple partners is not uncommon. Apparently Laurissa has two husbands and Enora had three, before they passed away. Turns out, on this world, women are usually the ones with harems. When asked, Azzaria explains a little more. “For races other than humans it’s pretty common for there to be more than two people in a relationship at a time. This is especially true for the beastkin races and a little less prevalent for the elven races.” 
 
    The food was amazing, and although it was expensive, I can’t say it wasn’t worth it. The wine was also great though it was like a cross between mead and wine. We continued our date and went for a walk, through town to the lake up north. I used Folded Space a few times along the way to help shorten the distance. Conversations turns to our new subclasses as we stroll through the streets. After I tell her about mine, she tells me that her second subclass is called Druidic Channeler. This seems to be focused toward combining her Ranger class with her new affinity for Life magic unlocked by Gwydia.  
 
    One odd thing about the talents she talks about are how they allow her to imbue her arrows and melee weapons with her Life spells. It doesn’t work like a magical focus though. The increased effect that her subclass provides with magic only applies when the item imbued with the spell connects with the target. For instance, an arrow imbued with Life Bolt would do more Life damage to the target than if the spell were cast using her dagger like a regular spell focus.  
 
    When we get to the edge of town we walk out on the empty wooden pier and sit with our feet hanging off the end. We just sat there for a while and enjoyed each other's company as we watched the waterfall in the distance. The sight was beautiful with the twin moons reflecting off the water. A cool autumn breeze swept over the water, causing Azzaria to snuggle into my side for warmth. I pulled her in close and kissed the top of her head. Not for the first time, or the last, I thank Gwydia for making it possible to meet this amazing woman. 
 
    When we get back to our suite at the top of the keep, we find that Thia and Timbre have bedded down in one of the open bedrooms. I bet Azzaria already arranged for “alone time” when we have our separate date nights. It’s nice that it’s just us tonight. As we head to our room, alone for the night, Azzaria pulls me into a passionate kiss that leaves me breathless. Then she yanks me into the bark master bedroom. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    I wake up in the early hours of the morning in a cold sweat. Another nightmare, but this one wasn’t of me being a demon. This was another one about the world dying. It was a repeat of one I already remember having, but in that weird dream logic where you don’t remember the previous times. For that reason, it’s like the first time every time you have the dream. Not being the first time does help with the recovery though. A few seconds later I’m already coming down from the adrenaline that shot through my veins. 
 
    There is a stirring in the covers next to me. A moment later Azzaria pops her head out from within. Her eyes are still closed, and she leans her head against my side. “Morning, Vol,” she mumbles, barely intelligible. “Bad dream?” 
 
    I place a hand on her head and stroke it through her hair, eliciting a contented hum from her. “Yeah, just a repeat though. More ominous warnings about the future.” 
 
    Azzaria leans into my hand briefly and then turns to kiss it. She sits up and the blankets fall down, exposing her exquisite form to me without even flinching. Wiping her eyes of sleep and ruffling her hair she finally looks to me. “We should get going. The others are already up, and we need to get an early start.” With a flip of her hair she leaves the safety of our bed covers. Totally nude from our night’s exertions, I can’t help but stare at her luscious behind. I even detect a little extra hip movement in her walk as she heads to the bathroom. 
 
    With a wink over her shoulder she enters the bathroom. Motivated now, I brave the cold floor and dash across the room to join her. It may have taken longer than intended but we met everyone else from our party in the main hall for breakfast when we were clean. I did notice a few more guards stationed around on my way down though. The council was there with the rest of our group when we sat down. 
 
    We ate quickly so we could get to the Adventurers Guild to register me before we left. Turns out that the rest of my party had already registered. They did it when they were getting supplies for our dungeon dive yesterday. Or was it a few days ago. This whole time-dilation thing can be tricky sometimes. 
 
    Before we leave the main hall a couple of councilors stop us. We talked about minor details over breakfast but Dolan and Jerick pull out packages and lay them on the table. Dolan unties the twine and pulls back the canvas wrapping to display what is within. It’s the rest of Timbres armor. He must have worked late into the night in order to finish it on time. Then I realize that this is going to mean another stop before we leave. Damn. 
 
    The next package is opened by Jerick and he displays to me a beautiful set of golden scaled leather armor. One piece stands out though. “What is that?” I ask Jerick. Pointing to the rather bland looking pads next to everything. 
 
    “Ah, that” he says. “Those are new linings to the bracers you wear. They’re heavier than the linings on them now, but they provide better padding. They should make it so you hardly feel the impact should you block with them. The best part is that I made it from the scraps left from the rest of this. It’s all from the same creature so you should be able to make a decent set of the whole thing. If you give me your bracers, I can attach the new padding.” 
 
    I’m about to do just that when I remember the possible strength requirements the armor was to have. A quick check with Identify and my heart sinks. I can’t wear it yet. It’s all light armor but still has a strength requirement of 23. At 20, I’m close to the requirement but not quite there. With my Light Armor Mastery, I’m even closer, but not there yet. If I allow Jerick to alter my bracers, then I may not be able to use them on our trip this morning. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Jerick; it’s amazing gear, but I can’t use it yet.” He nods understandingly and steps back. I place the gear in my storage and Timbre collects her new gear in her arms. 
 
    As we’re about to leave, Bolden speaks up. “When you come back from your little adventure swing by my workshop. That thing you asked of me should be ready by then.” I nod to him and we all leave to the main hall. We go down to the crafting room with all the mana crystals in it. The others wait nearby, talking quietly as I get to work. Looking over the parts there are a total of six pieces of gear, considering the boots as one since they will be enchanted the same. I enchant all the pieces and give them a good look with my skill. 
 
      
 
    Reinforced Shadesilver Gauntlet (left): A gauntlet reinforced with mithril to increase defense and durability. Enchanted by a talented intermediate level enchanter for strength and to increase the defense of a shield. Heavy Armor. Requires 35+ STR to equip. Item Class: Superior. Durability: 150/150. Armor: +100. +5 STR. Active ability: Mana Shield: Temporarily increase the defense of a shield held by the gauntlet. Charges: 200/200. 
 
      
 
    Reinforced Shadesilver Gauntlet (left): A gauntlet reinforced with mithril to increase defense and durability. Enchanted by a talented intermediate level enchanter for strength and to drain life from the target when attacking. Heavy Armor. Requires 35+ STR to equip. Item Class: Superior. Durability: 150/150. Armor: +100. +5 STR. Active ability: Drain Life: Next hit with a weapon held in the gauntlet returns 10% of the damage to the user. Charges: 200/200. 
 
      
 
    Reinforced Shadesilver Pauldrons: Pauldrons reinforced with mithril to increase defense and durability. Enchanted by a talented intermediate level enchanter for endurance and defense. Heavy Armor. Requires 35+ STR to equip. Item Class: Superior. Durability: 400/400. Armor: +450. +10 VIT. 
 
      
 
    Reinforced Shadesilver Scaled Hauberk: A scale mail hauberk reinforced with mithril to increase defense and durability. Enchanted by a talented intermediate level enchanter for endurance and defense. Heavy Armor. Requires 35+ STR to equip. Item Class: Superior. Durability: 500/500. Armor: +600. +10 VIT. 
 
      
 
    Reinforced Shadesilver Greaves: Metal greaves that cap the knees. They are reinforced by mithril to increase defense and durability. Enchanted by a talented intermediate level enchanter for agility and speed. Heavy Armor. Requires 35+ STR to equip. Item Class: Superior. Durability: 400/400. Armor: +300. +10 AGI. +5% speed. 
 
      
 
    Reinforced Shadesilver Boots: Metal plated boots with rabbit fur lining for comfort. They are reinforced by mithril to increase defense and durability. Enchanted by a talented intermediate level enchanter for agility and speed. Heavy Armor. Requires 35+ STR to equip. Item Class: Superior. Durability: 300/300. Armor: +250. +10 AGI. +5% speed. 
 
      
 
    With all of this gear, Timbre’s armor rating is about to skyrocket. On top of that, the extra stats and utility abilities woven into the armor will make her a nightmare for anyone around her level to deal with. I don’t have any illusions that this is the best that can be produced in the world, but it’s the best I have seen in this area so far. When Timbre sees that I’m done, she has been watching like a hawk, she rushes over. At a nod from me the new set is donned in completion before me. 
 
    It fits extremely well and accentuates her curves, but this is no video game armor set for women. This actually covers her whole body with protection, designed to fit snugly to her curvaceous form. The whole set is that dark silver color of shadesilver and the pauldrons are shaped like wolf heads. The scale mail chest piece is long and comes down to her knees like a skirt. From there the greaves take over down to metal capped boots. The ensemble provides maximum protection while trying to maintain as much flexibility as is practical. 
 
    After a few minutes of everyone admiring Dolan’s work we get down to business. I hadn’t been back to the building that was set aside for the Adventurers Guild since it was built so I didn’t know what to expect. Although it’s located to one side of the main square near the keep, there has been some traffic since Grace moved in. Early as it is in the morning there aren’t many people on the street. There is one exception. 
 
    As we approach the front door to the guild building there is someone, or thing blocking the way. Not by choice though. The door is wide but wedged between the frame is a person-shaped amalgamation of life. That is the only phrase I can think of to describe what I’m seeing. Turning to the others, I check out their expressions. Turns out, I’m not the only one that is confused. Curious expressions grace the women’s faces and Ian looks like he is about to laugh. 
 
    As Ian is the only one that seems to know what is happening here, I look at him pointedly. When he notices, there is a soft chuckle that leaves his throat. It gets a little louder as he takes note of the girls, who are all watching the blocked doorway with a mixture of curiosity and confusion. It takes a minute for him to contain his mirth, but when he does, the answer he gives only raises more questions. 
 
    “Ha! That is a Blarit.” With the delay making me anxious I can only shout in my mind as I wait for him to elaborate. Ian loves the attention and really draws it out. It takes a pinch from Gem to get him talking again. “Blarits are sentient beings composed of multiple living things of different types that are combined as a single consciousness. It’s said they’re the result of experiments by mad sorcerers. Another theory is that they’re just the product of intermixed breeding of some of the more exotic races.” 
 
    Now that sounds interesting. “Like Ents and Elementals or something?” That would be my theory from looking at the composition of the stuck being in front of us. 
 
    “Sure,” Ian says flippantly. “Why not? They don’t have different sexes though, and all the current Blarits known today are the result of another splitting.” 
 
    “What do you mean by splitting? Like cell and mitosis?” My question gets blank stares from everyone. 
 
    Ian shakes his head after a few seconds and opens his mouth. “I don’t know what any of that last part you said means. But as to what I mean when I say split, it’s just that. When a Blarit is ready to reproduce they take in a large amount of food and their body mass increases drastically. The different parts of it spawn, creating more plants and animals to make up the overall whole of the body. Then the new creatures fall off, form together and poof, you have a baby Blarit.” 
 
    That is about the craziest, most amazingly interesting life cycle I have ever heard of. The Blarit in front of us is composed primarily of large brown snakes and gray colored wood. Along with the tree and wood components there are signs of large insects as well. The shoulders have chitin on top of them like armor. They look like large beetles that only have their hard backs exposed, the head and legs buried beneath the other life forms. 
 
    He/it/she? Whatever. The blarit is stuck in a door frame the same width as it, about three and a half feet wide. That makes me wonder. “Is this one getting ready to split then?” 
 
    Ian chuckles and the girls all just cover their faces. I guess it’s about the same as pointing at a woman and asking if she is pregnant or fat. Ian isn’t delicate about his answer either. “Nope. They are just usually big like that.” Then, he gives me a cheeky grin, and I want to cover my own face. My eyes keep wandering to look over the creature in front of me though. 
 
    My examination is interrupted by a deep voice. “I can hear you ya know.” This came from within the doorway and must have been from the blarit. “Mind giving me a hand?” 
 
    “Hello there. What would you like us to do? Can you back out on your own?” There is silence after my question and a little creaking from the wooden door frame. “I’m sure I can, but It might bust the wall.” 
 
    I built the place so that wouldn’t be a big deal. Still, I have a better idea. Casting Earth Shape, I reform the section of wall holding the door frame in on one side. When it’s loose enough the boards come free. Turning sideways when free to do so, the blarit enters the building where there is more room and turns around.  
 
    “Oops. Sorry. Do you think the guild master will be angry?” There is a humble tone to the deep voice that I wasn’t expecting from such a larger person. 
 
    Taking a moment to push the board back into place, I fix the wall with Shape Earth. Giving the friendliest smile I can, I answer. “No worries. Everything is good as new. Might want to remember to go sideways next time though.” As I talk, I get a good look at the front. This blarit has a face of wood with a square jaw much like a humans might look. Only a little larger to match the rest of the body. At over three feet wide he is tall to match, at over seven feet. 
 
    The biggest difference is the eyes though. They’re glowing an electric blue color. When I pay closer attention, I see them move. Some sort of bioluminescent insect like a firefly. The head dips and when it speaks, I can see that the tongue is a small snake. “Thanks.” then our brief acquaintance turns and walks farther into the building. 
 
    As we all watch the blarit leave I lean into Ian. “How am I supposed to refer to him? Her? It? They? What pronouns do you use for a blarit?” 
 
    Ian doesn’t even look at me. “He or him. They generally identify as male, even though they are neither really.” 
 
    Not unappreciative for the information, I am a little surprised all of this is coming from Ian. “How do you know about all this anyway.” We’re still standing in front of the door when I ask this. 
 
    “My old man told me about them. Come on, let’s find Grace so you can get all signed up before the others show.” Then Ian leads us onward. Ian’s old man seems to be fairly knowledgeable. I should ask Ian about him sometime. For now, he is right. The leader of the raid should be ready when everyone else gets here. 
 
    It’s not Grace that we recognize behind the counter, but I’m glad to see him just the same. “Marcus, it’s good to see you. How are you settling into your new home?” 
 
    He puts down the cloth he was wiping the bar with and waves to me with a smile. “Good. And thanks for bringing us here. Grace took the spot of the guild master here and I basically run the rest. It’s like I’m an innkeeper again.” With a nod down the bar he brings our attention to Rin, who is speaking with the Blarit we met. Her smile is bright and happy. “The best part is my girls. They love it here.” 
 
    Looking around the room I take it in. The place is basically designed the same as the other two inns I made except the top floor was built with bigger rooms for the staff and an office at the end of the hall. Here in the main room there are tables with a couple bleary eyed patrons down for breakfast, tables, and a small stage. But I don’t see Maka. “Where’s the wife Marcus?” 
 
    “Oh, she is in the back, making breakfast for these louts here.” His insult is said with a good-natured smile as he waves at the obviously hungover patrons. Then he motions to a board set up at the end of the bar. “I assume you’re here because of that quest you posted yesterday?” 
 
    “Right you are. That and I want to get signed up as an adventurer.” 
 
    “Grace said to send you up to her office when you finally came in. You know where it is?” At my nod he continues to the rest of my party, excluding me. “You all can take a seat. I’ll have Maka bring something out for you. I’m sure she will want to see you. Rin too when she has a moment.” 
 
    They all start chatting about how we met Marcus and his family as I head for the top floor and the door at the end of the hall. When I get there, the office door is wide-open, and Grace is nursing a cup of coffee. “I bet you want to know why I wanted you to come see me.” 
 
    I nod my head as she looks up from her drink. I’m sure the guild master doesn’t need to see everyone that joins so I had been curious. 
 
    She tosses a plate of metal to me. It’s plain metal like steel, about the size of a playing card. “Marcus downstairs will show you what to do with that, but I wanted to personally remind you of some of the rules of the guild. We are neutral on the matter of politics. As a ruler or a member of the guild you do not have authority here. Are we clear?” 
 
    “Perfectly. Anything else?” She gives me a hard look and then deflates. She just waves me off and goes back to nursing her cup. Grace is not a morning person, that is for sure. 
 
    “Over here!” Rin’s excited shout causes a few people in the room to wince and cover their ears. When I walk up, she points to the table, where the rest of my party is sitting. “Thanks for helping Vorak with the door. I was worried for a minute there.” It’s then that I realize the blarit is sitting at a table right next to ours. I guess his name is Vorak. “Anyways, dad said to meet him in the back.” She then points to a door next to the one for the kitchen behind the bar. I say thanks and walk through to a small room with a crystal ball in a stand taking up the middle of the room. 
 
    Marcus is there with another greeting and then walked me through the process of getting my guild card. Apparently that crystal ball is enchanted and linked to the other guild buildings. It allows for communication between all the guild facilities. It also has the function of creating the cards for new members. By holding the thin metal card given to me by Grace and touching it to the ball the card is made. There is a blue glow that surrounds my hand and I can feel a little mana leaving me before the light disappears. 
 
    Looking over my new Adventurers Guild identification card I can see glowing lines like those of an enchanted item. There is the crossed sword and mace symbol of the guild on one side in those lines. On the other side, my name and rank in the guild—that is it. Marcus then explains how it’s tuned to me, and the lines only glow if I’m the one holding it. He also warns me about the fee for replacing a lost card. 
 
    When I get to the table in the main room I’m just in time. Before I can even sit, Maka is coming out of the kitchen door with a few platters of food. Rin rushes over from her place at the counter to take one. When they set them down on our table, they greet us warmly. We chat for a few minutes before people start showing up. At this point Maka and Rin get back to work and we all dig into the food. 
 
    The fare at our table is omelets. Bacon, peppers and some other vegetables were on a separate plate to be added in if you wanted them. Vorak next to us also received his own platter after a few minutes. It was so interesting to watch him eat that I stopped with a fork halfway to my mouth the first time he took a bite. I am seated on the opposite side of our table from him, so I get a good look at the scene between Timbre and Ian. 
 
    Vorak has piled one of the several omelets he has with as many of the other assorted toppings as he could. Then, as I was about to take a bite, he lifted the plate up and tipped it toward his face. The mouth on his wooden face opened impossibly wide and somehow the whole plateful of food slid off and into his mouth. It must have been more than a minute before I closed my gaping pie hole and set the forkful of food down. Meanwhile, Vorak chews a few times, and then starts fixing another omelet.  
 
    I watched him take his second bite, and by the time a third was being consumed the rest of my table was watching. That made me think. How do all the separate organisms that compose his body get nourishment if he eats that way. A few bites of my own food later I have lost my appetite. Trying to imagine the inner workings of such a being was perplexing and possibly disturbing. 
 
    “So, Vorak is it?” At the mention of his name, the blarit turns to my table. “My name is Vol, and this is the rest of my party.” When I motion to the others at my table, they all introduce themselves with their names. “I assume you came in with the group of people that joined us yesterday?” 
 
    It takes a moment, but he gives a nod of the head and lets out a deep “Yes.” That’s it. A man of few words it seems. 
 
    Still, I’m not discouraged. “Glad you all were able to make it. What brings you here this morning?” 
 
    “Always wanted to be an official adventurer.” The low rumble of his voice is slow, but not stupid sounding. It’s more like he has a little trouble forming the words and is being careful to pronounce them correctly.  “I heard there was something going on this morning, so I came.” 
 
    “Well that would be my doing. There is a new dungeon that is forming nearby. Apparently, it could be a threat to the town if left unchecked. We’re going to form a raid and clear it out. Does that sound like something you want to be a part of?” His facial features are hard to read, but the expression that forms there looks like excitement. Maybe? 
 
    “Lots of fighting.” His words are faster and a little less precise, but I can understand him. “I will go.” 
 
    I give him a smile and send him a party invite. “Good. As the first one to arrive you can join my group in our last open spot.” 
 
    The grey colored bark of his face scrunches up and he tilts his head. Confusion maybe? His words clear this up a moment later. “There are too many for a party, but we aren’t in a raid yet.” 
 
    A chuckle from the table delays my response, but then I inform our new party member. “Timbre is my Beast Companion; a direwolf that shifts form to what you see here.” I gesture to my furry lover. Then I shift to point at Thia. “And this is my Familiar that has a similar ability to shift. She is also the main reason behind the town’s name. Because they are linked to me, they aren’t included against the party limit.” 
 
    “So, want to tell us about your fighting style? Just so we can find where you fit in.” The information that appears when he joined the party shows me that he is Level 20—nearly the same as the rest of us now. He must have done a lot of fighting to get there without a dungeon to level in. 
 
    As we wait for his answer, he pulls out a pair of huge gauntlets that fit his hands. They’re like mittens with the fingers together and only the thumb separate. the heavy gear is long and goes almost all the way up to his elbows. An examination of them reveals how thick they are. An inch of solid metal, looks like steel or high steel, makes them a solid defense. Weapons too going by his next brief statement. 
 
    “I hit things harder than they hit me. I can keep things from attacking you too.” A tank then. 
 
    “Alright. We’ll see how well you do.” Looking around the room I can see that a few people are getting up to leave. When the door opens, I can see a few more waiting for us out there. “Looks like it’s time to get a move on.” 
 
    The crowd we find outside is nothing to brag about. It’s a little disappointing that only about ten people showed up. Still, it was rather last minute. A few of the adventurers recognize my group and walk over. It’s Nickie and her group. This time they don’t even bother with the ruse and Jackie just waves as Nickie speaks to me. “Hey Vol. We are about ready to get this thing started?” 
 
    The crossbow wielding gnome may only reach up to my stomach in height but it’s obvious she commands the respect of her people. I answer her no-nonsense conversation-starter with the same candor. “Yeah, almost. I was expecting a few more groups though. We’ll need to wait for some guards to fill in the openings now.” 
 
    “Ah, the quest didn’t have a lot of lead time. Most of the other groups in town are out on other quests and didn’t have a chance to view the board since your job was posted. Otherwise you would see more parties.” She looks to the other group of five people a little way off. “You probably got two of the best around though. Ren’s group has been running the dungeon about as much as us. And their levels are comparable.” 
 
    The group in question consists completely of wood elves. Three of them, all female, have bows strapped to their backs. Of the other two, one has two short swords strapped across his back so they can be reached over the shoulders. The other one is a sword and board user. A long sword at his side, and a mid-sized round shield on his back. My Identify skill has been in constant use, and it shows that both groups are over Level 20. Nickie’s group is actually a level higher than my party on average. 
 
    There are other members to the wood elf party that make them stand out a little. Like myself, it appears that the group has a number of Beast Companions. My guess is that they belong to the archers since they hang close to the women and there are three of them. There is something that looks like a huge fox, only striped red and green. The second one is a jet-black snake. It has to be about ten feet long, but thin and quick looking like a viper. The last companion to the group is what looks like a normal barn owl to me. 
 
    As I’m looking over the adventurers about ten guards leave the keep and head our way. “Looks like the rest of our raid group has arrived. I’ll start inviting everyone into your groups. And thanks for coming, Nickie.” 
 
    Invites are sent out and accepted, with everyone in the set group that they arrived in. Even the guards pointed out the separate groups of five they should be a part of, with Derl leading them all. After greeting me with a firm clasp of the wrist he pulls out a map. “This is where it was spotted,” he tells me as he points to a section a few miles out of town. “According to Roarn, it’s a den of slorns. They’re diggers so we’re looking for a hill or mound with a cave entrance in it.” 
 
    “Anything else you can tell me about these slorns?” He just nods and looks around to everyone that gathered. 
 
    He takes a second to compose his answer and then speaks up, loud enough for all to hear. “Slorns are creatures that have thick skin and a plate of bone that grows over their back and the top of their head. This makes them resilient, but the trick is to strike them in the belly where there is no plate and the skin is thinnest. The claws are long and sharp for digging, but they will cut through a person like butter.” 
 
    Tilting his head, Derl nods to himself as if just remembering something. “One more thing to look out for is the head. It is much like a snapping turtle with a sharp beak and no teeth. It can extend the head farther than it looks like so watch out for it trying to snap a piece out of you.” He then nods to me. 
 
    Taking my queue to address the assembled group I raise a hand and point to Derl. “This is Derl and he will be leading you on the march to where we’ll find the dungeon.” I ignore the looks of surprise and continue. “I’ll take over when I meet up with you at the dungeon.” Done with establishing the lead for everyone I turn to Gem, Ian, and Vorak. “You guys follow Derl for now. We’ll scout ahead and meet you there.” 
 
    Everyone has a bewildered look on their faces. All except Thia that is. She knows what is coming. Stepping away from everyone, she starts to glow gently, and her form is slightly obscured as she shifts into a thunderbird, and then grows huge. In a minute she is larger than a horse and big enough for Azzaria, Timbre and I to ride at the same time. Thia shakes out her feathers as there are a few exclamations from those nearby. 
 
    Settling myself on her back with my legs in front of her wings I leaned forward and hugged her around the neck and head. When I straighten up Azzaria and Timbre climb on behind me. Thia raises her enormous wings out to the side and I hold on as best I can. With the powerful downstroke of her wings in this form she springs into the air. A few more strokes and we’re gliding over the town above tree level. Looking down I can see Derl leading the raid out of the square before they’re out of sight. 
 
    With our bond, I have flown with Thia in the past. It’s exhilarating and sharing her enjoyment at the same time is a unique experience. This is completely different, but not in a bad way. There is no feel of the wind beneath my wings or of using my tail feathers to change direction. This way of flying is enjoyable all on its own as a ride instead of an activity. 
 
    With all three of us on her back Thia soars through the air, moving back and forth in the general direction of the dungeon. She is doing this to scout the ground as I said we would. The wind makes it hard to hear each other and so I focus inward and talk to Thia mind to mind. “How are you doing Thia? Are you having trouble flying with all of us on you?” 
 
    Her response isn’t in words but it’s like a yes and no at the same time. When she elaborates, she tells me she is feeling a little strain. We decide together that I should place two of her remaining three SP into STR and the last one into AGI for the speed it will provide. After I do that there is a note of relief from Thia. I can also feel the way it affected her flight as she obviously relaxes some. 
 
    With the technical stuff out of the way I just lean against Azzaria and we all enjoy the trip. Keeping a watch below as we fly produces results after a little time. We’re seeing movement occasionally through the tree cover. Thia’s eyes are the sharpest and she says that what is moving below are creatures matching the description from Derl. Then we fly over a small clearing with a hill in the center. There is a hole at the base of the hill on one side too. 
 
    Thia circles around the clearing and we observe for a while. The slorns are like ants from up here. They crawl all over the hill and into the surrounding forest. About half an hour after we started circling there is a commotion from down below. The few slorns we could see all turned at the same time and ran off into the forest in the direction of Thunderbird’s Roost. Right toward our raid group. Not good. 
 
    Turning back the way we came has us swooping down close to the treetops and looking for the raid group. They’re close by and the sounds of battle draw us near. Through the trees we’re barely able to see what is happening. Everybody is spread out, but the individual groups are pulling together. There are about as many slorns as there are members of the raid, and it looks like they were taken off-guard. I don’t know what happened to draw the creatures to the raid, but I think they will be fine now, if no more come this way for a little while. 
 
    I tell Thia to head back to the hill and she flaps hard, sending us rocketing back the way we came from again. When approaching the clearing my familiar tucks her wings in and dives at a steep angle. The ride is fun, but we need to focus on giving the rest of our group time to get here. Just before we plant face first into the ground Thia flares her wings and we slow to a gentle landing. The three of us riding her jump off and she begins to shift. 
 
    Looking to the hill, what I see is bad. There are a ton of the slorns swarming out of the entrance to the hill and they’re headed right for us. The little beasts reach about to my thigh in height on four legs. They kind of look like snapping turtles at first glance but they move more like dogs as they bound in our direction. “Stay back. It’s time to test out something.” The others seem to know what I’m thinking so they move in close to me but stay out of my way. 
 
    Raising my right hand, I point it at the closest animals and dump mana into a casting circle in my hand. It’s a new one, and I have never cast it before, so the process takes a couple seconds to get started. When it does though, it stops all of the slorns before they can get to me. The wind around us kicks up and it all flows forward. In front of us the air becomes thick and turns. The slorns all stop and look around like they don’t know what to do. 
 
    A few seconds to build as I keep pumping mana into it before the first of them is scooped up off the ground and into the air. That one is soon followed by others. The muscular boney dog turtles go up and then get ejected from the tornado I wrought. I keep holding the spell for over a minute. By that time, the slorns that are still in the cave have stopped coming out, having realized the danger of the wind funnel directly in front of the entrance. 
 
    That cost me nearly a thousand MP to cast and hold for that long. I’m not done yet though. Quickly, before the slorns can swarm outside again, Earth Shape raises a wall to close off the tunnel. Then I take a seat. Head spinning and a migraine setting in, I rest my head on my knees until everything calms down again and I can look at the aftermath. Slorns were made to dig, but they definitely weren’t made to fly. 
 
    The fall didn’t kill all of them. Looking around there are a few that still move, though they’re severely injured. Azzaria is standing over me with her bow drawn and ready to shoot anything that gets close, but the danger seems to have passed for now. Thia and Timbre are walking around to the injured-yet-living slorns and finishing them off. 
 
    Just as I’m starting to feel like a real person again there is a loud scratching sound. Crap! They may not be able to fly, but they sure can dig. I made that blockage about six feet deep and they’re already getting through. Changing tactics, I start raising more walls. These aren’t to keep the slorns in though. The walls I’m raising from the ground in the little clearing are creating a corridor for the slorns to travel down when they break out of their den. 
 
    The whole thing is sloped on the outside so that we can post people on top and it’s harder for the slorns to dig through. It’s also open-ended so that the creatures are funneled into one spot. I just hope that the rest of the raid will show up soon. Otherwise, my little group can’t hold back the flood for long. The scratching gets louder and the slorns obstruction falls away in a pile of rock and dirt. 
 
    Finished with their grisly duty of dispatching the leftovers of my spell, Timbre and Thia return to my side. “Quick, everyone but Timbre get up on one of the walls. Timbre, you hold this spot. We’ll do what we can to help you. We just need to hold them here until the rest of the raid shows up.” With a nod and a bloodthirsty grin, she steps into the gap as the slorns make their way towards us. Her hammer shrinks to its one-handed size, and she pulls the shield from her back. 
 
    Using Folded Space, I step toward the left wall and step out on top of it. On the other wall Thia and Azzaria take their positions just in time to greet the slorns. The first in line is met with a shield bash, and the one right behind it gets its skull crushed with an overhead hammer swing. Other than the sheer number of them, Timbre can handle these things pretty easy. 
 
    Looking to the girls across from me I yell to them. “Try to slow them down, cripple them. Make it hard for them all to get to Timbre.” Then I follow my own advice, casting Quicksand and Stasis. Next I summon some back up. First is Golem, the stone forming into a short humanoid shape next to Timbre. The second one I summon is the Salamander, which takes a spot next to me on the wall and launches fireballs into the pile up of slorns below. 
 
    As the monsters try to claw and climb over their friends to get out of the enclosed space, Azzaria is firing off arrows so quick it just looks like a stream of blurred movement between her and the creatures below. Thia isn’t holding back either. She launches her Ball and Chain skill into different areas of the crowd. I get to join in with Forked Lightning, spreading as much damage around as possible. 
 
    Slorn after slorn falls, no longer to rise again, but they keep coming out of the cave opening. If it weren’t for the risk of Timbre being overrun by the sheer numbers, we could probably handle this whole thing on our own. That makes me wonder what level they are.  
 
      
 
    Slorn worker, Level 16, digger. HP: 100%. 
 
      
 
    All the creatures that I check are between Level 15 and Level 19. I had taken it for granted after being in the dungeon back at Thunderbird’s Roost that all dungeons would be around the same level as us. Looks like we’re far stronger than these guys level-wise. As diggers, these guys probably aren’t particularly dangerous even at the same level. Still, my golem won’t last much longer and the slorn will get by her. It’s only a matter of time. 
 
    A couple minutes of slaughtering more animals and a few are able to get a grip in places on the wall. They don’t make it to the top, but they’re making progress. Then the golem falls. It isn’t a strong summons and it could only take so much from creatures designed to dig. Not thinking, I just move, using Folded Space to take the golem’s spot. 
 
    Probably not the smartest thing to do, but when I saw them getting around Timbre, I couldn’t let her get hurt. I know it was irrational. She can take care of herself better than I can in a close-up fight like that. In my defense though, I do have a lot of ways to get myself out of trouble if the situation calls for it. With a Mana Barrier in place they only bite and scratch to no effect on me. 
 
    My turn. With a wave of the hand I let loose with a Flame Wave. The armored turtle/mole things don’t like fire. They scream and writhe as they are touched by the flame, but they quickly recover after it passes. Going the opposite direction, I lay down Frost. It coats them with a thin layer of ice and their movements slow. This causes the ones behind them to pile up and slip over the icy ground. 
 
    Finally, there is a shout from the woods. “We could use a little help here if you are done playing around over there?!” My words are met with a chuckle that sounds like Derl, as footsteps in the dirt sound out. I don’t look though. I’m busy alternating between Waterspout to soak the slorns, Frost to freeze them, and then Forked Lightning to finish them off. It’s working, but still, plenty are getting through to wear away at my barrier. 
 
    All of the sudden, my Mana Barrier cracks and shatters from a nasty claw swipe. I use an armed one to renew it when I hear a gruff voice come from right behind me. “Coming up from behind you. I’ll take over.” That is Vorak for sure. Using Buffet, I fling the closest ones away and disengage with another use of Folded Space. 
 
    Back on the wall I take a look at the situation as the rest of the raid group arrives. Vorak took a position next to Timbre and is pounding on slorn as they get close. Melee fighters from the raid fill in the gaps next to Timbre and Vorak, as all the archers rush to take positions on the wall. Derl is making his way up to me now. While I wait for him to arrive, I fling a few spells into the churning mass below. 
 
    “What happened? We were monitoring the hill here when all of them stopped what they were doing and raced off in your direction. After that, more and more came pouring out of the cave over there. We have been holding them here so you could move without being attacked.” 
 
    “It was us. We came across a few of the creatures as we were getting close. When we killed them, they screeched, and then they smelled really bad when they died. I don’t know if it was the sound or the smell, but I’m pretty sure one of the two alerted the nest to our presence.” Derl looks a little distressed about kicking the proverbial ants’ nest here. 
 
    “No worries. You got here in time and now we don’t have to go inside to take out most, if not all of them. Now, tell everyone on the walls to prioritize the slorn trying to climb out.” Then I go back to raining destruction on my enemies. 
 
    Thirty minutes or so of constantly fighting leads to a lot of dead slorn when the flow of new enemies finally ends. It was getting a little worrisome because the dead were piling up and a few at the end even got a hold of the top of the wall. They were quickly shot down, but if it had been longer, we could have been in trouble. 
 
    Another step and a use of Folded Space brings me to the other wall next to Azzaria. “Anything we can get from these guys?” I ask her as I wave to hundreds of dead diggers below. 
 
    Her answer isn’t a great one though. “Maybe the meat, and the plates off their backs might be good for something. Derl said they were supposed to be really hard, but they weren’t that bad. My arrows couldn’t get through, but a sword thrust that has a little more weight behind it has little issue. That makes them almost useless for armor. The claws are pretty hard since they can dig through even stone, so we should take plenty of those.” 
 
    “Alright. Let’s get what we can. Spread the word to the others that can harvest them that they have ten minutes. We need to finish clearing out the dungeon before we can relax anymore.” Over the next ten minutes I gather the melee fighters together and we all take up a position at the cave entrance. Here we can intercept anything else that comes out so it can’t ambush those that are looting. 
 
    The cave in front of us is about ten feet tall and just as wide. It seems a little large for the small slorn. It did allow them to come out in large numbers though. When everyone is in formation again, I address the troops. “Stay in your groups. We need to clear out the whole structure.” Then I nod to Vorak and he leads us all in. The large main tunnel is straight with a slight decline. We walk for a ways and the whole time we see nothing. 
 
    Eventually the larger tunnel opens up into a chamber. From there it breaks off into four smaller tunnels in different directions. This is why we brought all the people. Leaving one of the guard groups at the intersection the rest of us split up and take different tunnels. With Vorak in the group and willing to take on the position of our tank, Timbre is keeping her shield on her back, and her hammer in its two-handed form. 
 
    Following the different twists and turns of the subterranean corridors is uneventful for quite some time. We were just starting to think that we cleared them all out on the surface. Turning a corner proves us wrong though. A group of 4 slorn are there and chomp their beaks at us when they notice our presence. 
 
    There is something very noticeably different about these than the ones we fought up top. First of all, they are much bigger, about chest height. Other differences are revealed with my Identify skill. The ones in front of us are all Level 20. Also, they aren’t diggers, they’re soldiers. That sure sounds more dangerous than the diggers we saw before. Still, we have a well-balanced group, and the level advantage, as well as numbers. 
 
    Vorak either agrees with my assessment or doesn’t care about their strength because he steps forward. Rearing back with one of those massive gauntlets he shoots forward with surprising speed. He isn’t necessarily fast compared to Azzaria or others, but faster than you might expect with his size. The punch catches a slorn soldier in the jaw as it leaps forward. The force is like a wrecking ball and the slorn is driven into the ground. 
 
    These opponents are much stronger than the ones before, and to prove it, the downed turtle dog thing jumps back to its feet. It’s a little wobbly after the hit so Timbre finishes the beast as Vorak takes on the next one. The blarit punches and blocks with the gauntlets on his arms as the rest of us open up with our ranged attacks. I stick to things other than fire in the enclosed space of the tunnel. I do make good use of Shadow Spike to stab them in their more vulnerable underbellies. 
 
    Though stronger than the others, these enemies are still no match for us, and the fight is over quickly. Azzaria takes a moment, and I help, to remove the plates off the backs of these guys though. They’re thicker and stronger than the diggers so she thinks they could be used for organic armor. Maybe they could be made into something that Gem can use. The plates are heavier than they look but she has a higher STR than most casters so maybe she can use it.  
 
    Putting the crafting thought out of my head I focus in on our trip through the tunnels again. We run into a few more groups like this over the course of an hour, exploring dead ends and working our way through the maze of passages. Then we hear shouting and the clang of metal on hard bone plates. We all look to one another before running off down the tunnel. We do it smart though, the tank out front and everyone in their spots close behind. When we get there, we find Nickie’s group engaged with the largest slorn we have encountered so far.  
 
      
 
    Slorn Matriarch, Level 22, Boss. HP: 94%. 
 
      
 
    I don’t know what gives something boss status, but this girl has already achieved it. Weather she was the size of a school bus before that time or not, I don’t know. She has bone plates not only on her back but all over. On top of that, they’re spiked as well. Just from looking at the shiny, off white armoring all over her I can tell it’s much stronger than any others we tested in the tunnels. Thankfully, the plates only cover the big areas and there are places to get at the thick skin in between them. 
 
    I see the group of wood elves enter the room a moment later from a different passage. We’re already attacking, and the other group of adventurers soon joins in. The boss was big and tough. It didn’t have any special moves that I observed during the fight, but its regular attacks forced our tanks to trade places on occasion. Other than that, it was a straightforward tank-and-spank. 
 
    When the boss of the newly forming dungeon fell there was a burst of mana. It originated from the boss and spread outward like a wave. After that, nothing. The whole event was a little confusing and only a few of us noticeably felt the surge. Thinking on the phenomenon brings a couple of possibilities to mind. 
 
    One, the dungeon feeds mana into the designated boss to strengthen and empower it. Thus, killing it releases any building mana that hasn’t been absorbed yet. Option two is a slightly different version of that. If we bring mana from somewhere else, then becoming a boss may cause the creature to draw massive amounts of mana to feed the dungeon itself. So, when killed, there is a release of mana that hasn’t been fed to the dungeon just yet. 
 
    The last option, and the one I believe in more, is a combination of the two. I think that the boss and the dungeon are linked, both pulling more mana into themselves than normal. The dungeon then feeds mana to the boss in order to strengthen it to protect it during formation. At that point, when the dungeon gets strong enough, my theory is that it will take over and form a dungeon heart. That will lead to the next step where it folds itself into a pocket dimension. From then on it will be like the one back in Thunderbird’s Roost. 
 
    An argument draws my ire at this point. I was pondering the mysteries of the universe here! Now I have to deal with some pesky squabble. Walking over to see what the commotion is all about I find Azzaria arguing with one of the wood elf archers from Ren’s party. As I approach, I catch what they are arguing about. The wood elf is Ren herself, and the argument is about harvesting the bone plates from the boss. 
 
    Azzaria wants to do it, but Ren says it’s pointless since they’re unable to bring the bigger ones back and the spikes make it extremely difficult to carry the others for any length of time. Ren would probably be right in most situations since the bone plates are too big to fit into magic bags. For this though, I get why Azzaria is insistent on doing it. Looks like a demonstration is the only way to get this thing moving again. 
 
    Walking up I tap Ren on her shoulder and wait for her to turn to me. When she does, I don’t say a word; I just draw out our big bed that I keep in storage. The response from her is entertaining enough that I get over my annoyance for the interruption. When the bed appears next to us, she nearly jumps three feet in the air and away from it. Her wide eyes meet mine and I raise an eyebrow to her. 
 
    Ren’s mouth claps shut with an audible click and she waves to her other party members. They move off to the corpse and begin the process. Ren steps up to me. An introduction is quickly made and then she gets right to business. “I want one of the upper shoulder pieces for my tank.” 
 
    I wait for a moment until I’m sure that’s all she is going to say. Weighing it all in my head I don’t have an issue with it. I may be running the raid, but loot is loot. At least she was respectful enough to say something. “Agreed. Each of the parties can have their pick of the piece they want. my party and the town get the rest though. In return we’ll carry it all back so you can have it made into whatever you want.” 
 
    Watching her, I see a plethora of emotions pass over her face. Eventually she nodded her agreement. There are a few more questions about loot that the other group leaders participate in and the gist of it is that they can keep what they can carry. Other than the bone plates from the boss of course. A flurry of work follows that. Even I was helping to remove the spiked bone plates and dig out teeth and claws. 
 
    The plates off the back of the slorn matriarch were the biggest. It’s a good thing that there are segments to that portion of it or we really would have had to leave them. With spikes all over, it would have been impossible to use as a sled if it was all one piece. 
 
    When everything is stored away and all the groups are ready, we leave the tunnels. On the surface I tell Derl to lead everyone back to town while Azzaria and Thia head back with me. Timbre hasn’t said anything, but from her body language I can tell she doesn’t like flying. I give he a goodbye hug and she shifts, stalking into the forest as a huge wolf. After everyone has left on their trek through the woods, I motion for the other two with me to wait. 
 
    A cave system this large and just sitting here doesn’t sit right with me. We may have stopped the dungeon from forming here this time, but what happens when some other monster sets up shop. Will we patrol this area constantly to prevent a relapse? That just seems like a waste of resources. Better to end the threat here and now. With that in mind, I make my way to the top of the hill. 
 
    I call my staff out of its bracelet form with a flick of thought and raise it above my head. With my eyes closed I pump mana through it, into a casting circle I rarely use. Building the magical energies in my staff requires my utmost concentration while it gets harder and harder to prevent a backfire. When my mind is getting fuzzy, and the casting circle’s lines and symbols begin to blur, I start losing control. Not completely though, and I’m able to direct the spell through the staff down into the ground. 
 
    Slamming the butt of the staff into the grassy hill, the power is released, and I can’t help but whisper the name of the spell. “Quake.” I know it’s weird, like I’m some pretend wizard in a park somewhere calling out my spells as I throw tennis balls. It just feels right though. Not that anyone could hear me over the rumble that immediately follows the staff touching down. 
 
    Regret. That is what flashes through my head as the shaking starts up, ten times stronger than I have ever experienced. “Stupid Vol! Let’s stand on top of the hill with a large complex of tunnels then create an earthquake. I’m sure the resultant cave ins won’t crush you to little bits.” Thankfully, only I can hear the berating I give myself. The initial quake threw me to the ground and now I’m on my hands and knees. 
 
    Then, a section of the hill to my right drops inward, and a cloud of dust takes its place. Shutting down the rant at myself, I focus on casting. It’s hard with the movement trying to disturb me but I’ve had a lot of practice with this spell. A crack in the hilltop opens up and gets wider. In front of me, the crack widens and spreads, heading in my direction. When it’s only about five feet away from my kneeling form I complete my cast and do a somersault straight for the crack. 
 
    One moment I’m headed for a fall to likely death and when my head comes around to face forward again Azzaria and Thia are standing there. Both of the women have their arms folded and have that pose that just screams anger. No doubt Thia could feel my emotions during my little crisis and knows that wasn’t all to plan. Then, in true girl fashion, she told Azzaria so they could both be mad at me. 
 
    Well, nothing for it. Better to just roll with it, I guess. Standing up, I brush myself off as nonchalantly as possible and look around. “Well that was a little stronger than expected. You girls alright?” Their looks say this plan isn’t working at all. O well. It was worth a try. Time for plan B. Apologize and grovel. “Sorry. I’m an idiot.” That got them going. Apparently, they agreed with that statement—and they told me why the whole flight back to Thunderbird’s Roost. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Swooping in from the sky on the back of Thia is something I could get used to. Though the fact that we could just fly right over the walls without being hindered in any way has me worried. There have to be other people with flying mounts and even magic for flight. That last one I put a mental note in. Who doesn’t want to fly with their own power? 
 
    Anyway, I wanted to look over my messages on the flight but thought better of it. Thia and Azzaria were busy reading me the riot act for endangering myself unnecessarily like I had, and I didn’t want to incur any more of their wrath. Besides, trying to read or make important decisions with Thia projecting her thoughts of my foolishness would probably just have given me a headache. Their dressing down did peter off as we approached the town. 
 
    There are plenty of places to set down, but the main square in front of the keep was by far the biggest. I chose that spot for a couple of reasons though. The first thing I do after landing is head into the adventurers’ guild and tell them the mission is complete. Rin took our guild cards and swipes them over a small crystal behind the bar to update them. I also left the bone plates the group had chosen from the boss to be handed over with the payment for the quest. 
 
    Finished there, I gave the excitable Rin a hug goodbye and we left. Our next destination was to Bolden’s place of business, also in the main square along with the other council members’ businesses. Yeah, it could be seen as favoritism, but they really were the best of their respective professions when the place was built. 
 
    When I enter the door, I don’t even bother asking; I just wave hello to Beccer and head through the back door to the workshop. The girls with me don’t even follow. They stay and chat with Beccer as I leave them to it. I’m sure they’re also going to peruse the skill books on sale here as well. “Hey Bolden. How is our little project going?” 
 
    He ignores my words, deep in concentration. The artificer is hunched over his work bench, working on something. When I get closer and round the cluttered bench, I can see that he is using a magnifying glass to assemble something. He has small pliers and a small brass hammer he is using to tap in pins on something. It’s hard to tell what it is because it just looks like a jumble of metal parts from here. 
 
    I just stand there as I wait for him to finish. A few more swings of the hammer and the metal pin he is tapping on gets flush with the rest of the device’s surface. Bolden sets down the hammer and pliers and takes off the headband with the magnifying glass attached. “You’re just in time. That was the last piece.” He then shows me by grabbing a metal rod and pulling. Part of the device unfolds, revealing a metal wing. In between the rod like struts is a tightly woven metal mesh that flexes with the movement but is incredibly thin. It also gives it a bat-like appearance. 
 
    The rest of the item is like a thin snake. At one end are a series of spikes that are curved back with the longest sticking out from the center. They are all sharp at their points and the general structure reminds me of a pinecone. The body is made up of metal segments that bend and flex as Bolden shows off how it can articulate. At the opposite end of the snake-like body there is the wide head of a dragon. It slightly resembles a lion as well, giving it that distinct image of an eastern dragon from Earth. 
 
    Bolden even got long whiskers to go with the whole image like I described to him. They’re also made of that woven metal mesh that the wings were constructed from. The whole thing is made of a silvery metal with a slightly golden hue to it. I’m a little worried that he isn’t finished with it since I just saw him complete assembly. 
 
    When I say as much, he just waves me off. “Bah, I enchanted the pieces individually already. It was a pain, but as long as you have an image of what all connects together when you do it, the process works. If you don't, you can get incompatibilities with mana flow.” I just nod along. His specialty of enchanting is far more technical than mine is, as I learned when working on instruments with him. 
 
    “So, it’s ready for me to finish it? But what metal is this?” I didn't see anything in that color before, so I was curious. He said he was going to get what he needed out of the treasury through Dolan, but did he mix gold with something to get this? 
 
    Reaching over he strokes the little serpentine dragon with his hand. He swivels one of the four short legs back and forth as if testing the movement. “The color is odd isn’t it. I actually took an ingot of starlite and mixed it with a and ingot of orichalcum. Last, I got a couple of your lovely familiar’s feathers to add into the mix. The result was...interesting. The feathers mostly burned away. But what was left mixed with the metal, making it lighter and giving it the golden hue that you see.” 
 
    He gets a thoughtful look on his face for a moment before he says more. “I haven’t really tested it, but I think it has also improved the ability for flight in the construct. Hard to tell with an experimental metal though. I can say that it’s just as strong as starlite and the magical properties may be slightly improved over either that or orichalcum.” 
 
    He stops fiddling with the leg and hands me a small disk of metal the same color as his creation. “This is to be the nexus of the artifact I’ve created. You can animate it with your soul and then it can be slotted into a compartment on the artifact. All the enchantments are linked to that spot and that is where it will be controlled from. I decided on this method, like the spell cannons, in case the body got damaged. Then you can have another built and just transfer it over.” 
 
    Smart. The idea reminds me of the black box on airplanes. It would be much harder to damage a coin sized disk of strong metal than the whole mechanism. This would also allow for improvements to the main body without risking the enchantment that animates the entire thing. I take the metal disk and sit next to Bolden. Last time I did something like this the pain was intense, so I wanted to be prepared.  
 
    Everything narrows down to just that disk and me. Inward, I can feel it. My soul. It’s a little bigger than the first time I touched it. Using mana to form a tunnel between myself and the little disk in my hand I prepare for what comes next. The information about a mana consciousness that was given to me when I chose the talent tells me it doesn’t have to be a lot of my soul, so I take a small piece and push it through the link. 
 
    My muscles seize, and I can feel my hand shaking from the blinding pain radiating through me. It was worse the first time I did this, so it isn’t too hard to maintain focus. Now comes the new stuff. What I learned from my professional specialty tells me how to form the soul. I twist and fold it back on itself. The little piece of me takes on a complexity that feeds off itself. That is what I’m looking for, the signal that it’s alive. 
 
    Being linked through our souls should allow me to communicate with it telepathically, but I don’t feel anything. Not yet at least. It may take some time in order to get anything from the new consciousness. I mean, it’s basically a baby at this point. Though the information I gained through the talent tells me it will be farther along in its mental development, it still has to take some time to acclimate. After all, it was just born. 
 
    “Well, did it work?” Bolden’s voice is curious, if a little skeptical. I don’t hold it against him. The talent that lets me do this is like being able to create true artificial intelligence. Though in this case it will most definitely have a soul. Though part of my own, the whole process allows for the fragment I removed to grow and become independent. 
 
    Shaking my head, I take my eyes off the metal disk in my hand and look to him. “I don’t know. Maybe? I got nothing yet, but it looks like the enchantment is working as intend—” 
 
    “Hello? Can you hear me?” I’m interrupted by a hesitant voice in my head. The most disconcerting part about it is how much it sounds like me. Maybe a slightly younger version of myself, but the voice is distinctly mine. 
 
    Holding a hand up to Bolden for silence I focus inward. “Hello, I can hear you. My name is Vol Adare.” 
 
    “Oh, that is good. I was worried that I was alone with nothing to do. So, now what?” The voice in my head is relieved. I can understand. The thought of complete sensory deprivation for eternity frightens the hell out of me. 
 
    “Well, first things first, what to call you? After we figure that out, we can get you into your new body. How does that sound?” I try to sound encouraging while I go through possible names in my head. I got nothing at the moment. “Any ideas on what you want to be called?” 
 
    There is a moment of silence, during which I imagine the new being is thinking over options. Eventually there is a hesitant reply. “Call me Fuar.” That sounds familiar. 
 
    It doesn’t take me long to figure out what it means. “Cold. That is Latin for cold.” That proves to me that the new life in this metal disk has some, if not all, of my memories. I know a little Latin just because I thought it was cool a few years back. I didn’t learn much from the little online class I took, but I did retain a few basics. “But why did you choose that for a name?” 
 
    There is a sigh in my mind—though Fuar doesn’t breathe. “I just think that Ice spells will be the best for how I can help you. I want to be able to attack our enemies, but also have a way to cripple them and assist you. For that reason, I want to focus on Ice magic. Also, I just like the name.” 
 
    “Okay, Fuar it is then. Now let’s get you into your new body so you can get situated.” Next, I lower my hand and address Bolden out loud. “It worked. The new soul in the metal disk wants us to call him Fuar.” 
 
    Bolden looks really excited about this and quickly opens a little compartment in the middle of the artifact. Inside is a slot that should fit the disk in my hand. There is also a round socket where something should fit. Bolden points to it before explaining. “This is where a power source can be placed. Without it the construct will draw all its power from Fuar, and ultimately you. It can’t take a single type of stone, though; it needs a mana stone. I have a low quality one you can buy but it’s kind of expensive.” 
 
    Pulling out the Mana stone I got from the Dungeon I present it to Bolden. “Will this work?” 
 
    His jaw nearly hit the floor when it fell. “Where did you get that?” Taking it from me his eyes nearly bulge out of his head as he uses some skill to examine the item. “This is an epic class stone. Not the best but still exceedingly rare.” 
 
    “I got that for a reward in the dungeon. From what we got I think the rewards may have been improved due to it being the first time the new levels were challenged.” 
 
    Bolden closes his mouth and mutter under his breath. I didn’t catch all of it, but it was about possibly getting more of the stones—even lower-quality ones—from others that run the dungeon. Sounds like he was willing to pay a premium for them too. He then secures the Mana Stone in its socket before looking back up to me. 
 
    When I place Fuar within the compartment Bolden closes it up and puts the metal dragon on the workbench. It isn't long before there are twitches in the item and the tail swings back and forth. A moment later I hear Fuar in my head and from the metal construct. “It’s a little tough working this thing. I’ll have it in a minute though.” 
 
    “It really is working,” Bolden says with a tone of awe in his voice. “This is amazing. Here!” With that exclamation he hands me a few more of the metal disks like the one Fuar now resides in. “There are other slots for spell disks. Use active enchantments to place a spell on the disk. This is the same as what you need to do for the spell cannons.” 
 
    Taking the metal disks from him I focus on enchanting them with Ice magic spells as Fuar requests them from me. First is Frost, then Ice Lance. I had two more disks to enchant so I thought it over. Fuar is in a relatively small body so something for distraction that could let him escape might be needed. Following along with the water theme, I decide on Fog for the third spell to load up. 
 
    The last one I put Sun Beam on. Mainly because I think it would look cool to see a little dragon breath a laser. I got a little chuckle out of that one as it reminds me of a movie quote. “I figure every creature deserves a warm meal.” I must have let the thought slip through the new link between me and Fuar because there is a sense of amusement and approval coming back from him. 
 
    With the enchantments done, Bolden takes the disks from me and inserts them in different slots that open up on the metal serpent body. When he is done, he steps back. The twitches and movements are getting more pronounced and eventually Fuar is able to get the construct on its feet. He walks around the table getting a feel for it and then flaps his wings. Hopping around a few times with the extra lift causes him to tumble across the workbench. He is getting better though. 
 
    “Okay Fuar, let’s go. You can practice some more later. Right now, I want you to meet a couple people.” Reaching down, I hold my hand out to him. He quickly scurries up my arm onto my shoulder and then makes his way to the top of my head. The result of him curling around the crown of my skull forms a kind of circlet. I then head out to see Azzaria and Thia so everyone can get introduced. 
 
    I find them talking to Beccer at the counter when I leave the back room. Getting their attention, I point to the top of my head. “Hey you two, this is Fuar.” I don’t have to say more because he lifts his head off my hair and says hello himself. The girls are instantly taken with him and introduce themselves. They proceed to play with him and try to help him fly. 
 
    The two girls think he is cute, using baby talk to encourage him to flap his wings harder to get more lift from the front counter they set him on. I can feel his frustration, not at being unable to fly, but with the way they are treating him. “Quit it will you. I’m not a baby or a lost pet Vol found. Just talk to me normally.” The girls are stunned for a moment before they just laugh it off. They do start talking to him like a normal person though. 
 
    “Why don’t you girls show him around town? I have a few more things to take care of here. I’ll meet you at the training grounds later.” They both give nods and happily pick up Fuar to walk out of the shop. I go back into the workroom and start enchanting more spell disks for the cannons Bolden will be installing on the walls. The work is repetitive and a little boring, but it does get me thinking. Other than magical defenses we need some of the more mundane variety. 
 
    Going over my knowledge of siege weaponry I come up with a couple things we could use here. Ballista are one thing we need in case of larger monsters or in case of a siege. The large crossbow like devices could hurl a spear at high speeds. Perfect for taking down a troll or giant, or whatever else this world might send our way. They work well against some other siege equipment, as well. Some catapults were probably in order too. With some enchanted ammunition they could be exceedingly effective. 
 
    Images of our walls with these weapons stationed along them for protection bring a little more hope to my worry. It has been bugging me that we really don’t have enough people to completely defend the whole wall at the same time. Large weaponry is a force multiplier though, making it easier to defend large areas. We still need more guards or a standing military force of some kind, but there is only so much you can do with a limited population. We’re growing though, so that is something. 
 
    Making a mental note to bring this up with Grondar I leave Bolden’s shop. The next stop on my list of errands is Enora’s shop.  There are a few alchemical ingredients I have stored away that she might be able to do something with. When I arrive, the bell over the door chimes, but no one is around. 
 
    On one side of the new shop are shelves of herbs. Some of them are dried and hanging from hooks and others are in jars on the shelves. There are a few other things that look like animal parts in liquid as well. On the other side of the shop are shelves of bottles with liquids in them. They are in a range of colors and sizes. As I walk down the center aisle between the herbs and potions, I notice it is arranged with the more expensive items farther back, toward the counter.  
 
    When I get to the counter Enora opens the door to the side. She slowly made her way out as she smiles to me. “Ah if it isn’t our favorite lord and savior. I can’t imagine you went through all the potions the girls came by for yesterday so what can I help you with today?” 
 
    I smile back at the feisty older elf woman and pull out the Undead Ichor and the Death Moss Progenitor Spores. She is nodding along when she sees the ichor but freezes when I pull out the spores. “My goddess, man. You were just walking around with that? Do you know what you hold there?” 
 
    I give her a little confused look, but nod in agreement. “Death Moss Progenitor Spores.” At that she makes an odd sound in the back of her throat like she is choking. It worries me a little, but she quickly gets a hold of herself. “I got them on the new bottom floor of the dungeon. These came from the last boss, a Death Moss Progenitor. Why?” 
 
    Now, she is just shaking her head at me with a disbelieving look. Gently she takes the vial of purple dust and looks it over carefully. “First of all, this stuff is extremely dangerous. I thought they were just regular death moss spores at first, but to be from a progenitor is nightmare-inducing. A death moss infestation could be devastating to a community if it isn’t handled properly. One led by a progenitor is the kind of thing that wipes out cities.” 
 
    I knew this stuff could be dangerous but not that much. Sounds like it would be better off destroyed. When I say this to her, she shakes her head again. “The spores are actually really valuable. It’s possible to use the regular spores in the creation of a resurrection potion. You pour it down a dead man’s throat and, if they haven’t been dead too long, they rise up again. You still need to heal them of their injuries, but they will live. As for the vial you have there; I don’t know how valuable that could be.” 
 
    Sounds like a double-edged sword. On the one hand, these kinds of spores could save lives. But if they got out of control, they could kill everyone. Either way, it sounds like we should get the ones I’m holding now processed as soon as possible. “The dungeon’s new floors have death moss creatures to fight so it isn’t a stretch to think that we might be getting some of the spores for loot coming out of there. Can you make the resurrection potions?” 
 
    She gives me a hard look and I raise my hands. “Hey, I didn’t ask for this situation. I’m going to talk to Grondar when we’re done and make sure there is a standing order to confiscate all spores that come out of there from now on. We’ll compensate the person, but we can’t have this stuff getting out of hand. I will also see what we can do to prevent an outbreak of death moss should something happen. Is that better?” 
 
    Looking mollified, she responds to my earlier question. “No, I can’t make them at this time. I’m not sure what is needed, though I know we need life root for it. There is plenty of the stuff in the forest if one knows how to find it. Other than that, I will need to look through a few of my books. As for that stuff there, I have someone you should meet. She is an alchemist like me, but her specialty is much different.” 
 
    Enora leads me out of the store and locks the door behind her. Then she leads me down the main street running east to west. “She is really shy unless she is talking about alchemy so try to stick with that for a topic. Now, my professional specialty allows me to produce better potions that I create from a known recipe, but I’m not good with discovering new ones. She is the opposite. She has bonuses when experimenting with new ingredients or combining things in new ways.” 
 
    As we walk, she points over her shoulder, back the way we came. “Some of the more exotic potions in my shop are things she created. I provide a lot of ingredients to her for her research, then I sell the products in my shop. She has even produced a few alternate recipes for the more commonly-used health and mana potions.” 
 
    Sounds useful. Before I can ask more about this person Enora stops in front of a shop. The picture on the sign above the door is of a long dress that billows out a little at the bottom. Going in proves this place to be a tailor’s shop. There are bolts of cloth along the walls and racks of dresses on the floor. A few racks even hold children’s dresses. Looking around, I don’t see any men’s clothing, so it seems this place is strictly for women’s apparel. Dresses, mainly—since I don’t see anything else, other than women’s underwear. 
 
    This place may be popular with the women around town. What I see in the store is what most women I’ve seen around town tend to be wearing. The majority of the stock consists of simple yet comfortable designs that are conservative in length but colorful. There are a few more elegant designs as well but far fewer than the rest. Behind the counter is a matronly woman who looks to be middle aged. Wood elves are by far the most common race in town and the older woman is another such person making age determination nearly impossible. 
 
    Enora takes the initiative and steps forward. The middle-aged wood elf steps around the counter and embraces Enora. “Good to see you ya old bitty. Now what might you be doing here with our young lord to boot?” 
 
    Enora releases the woman and steps back. “Good to see you again Gladis. He has something to show your charge downstairs.” 
 
    There is a slightly worried look from her and then in the direction of the trap door leading into the basement. It’s in the back room but having created many of the buildings along this road I know what is in that direction. “She has been working furiously since yesterday. She went out, and when she came back, she seemed excited.” 
 
    She doesn’t get to say any more due to a cackling sound, like someone who has absolutely lost their mind. It’s muffled but still audible. Gladis looks back in the direction of the back room. She only gets a step toward it before there is a thump from below us and I can feel the floor shake ever so little. Gladis just puts up her hands and turns back to Enora. “All yours this time. That is the third time since yesterday.” Then she leads us through the back door to a sewing room where the basement access is. 
 
    When she opens the trap door all I can see is blue smoke. There is also some coughing. When it stops a woman calls out a soft apology in a voice that sounds familiar. The follow up, “I’m okay,” confirms it. Penelope the shy lamia is the one we’re apparently here to meet. Following Enora down into the basement I’m not worried about whether the gas is poisonous. I’m sure she can fix us up if it’s toxic, master green mage that she is. No debuffs pop up in my vision though. The only effect the smoke has is making it a little difficult to breathe and see. 
 
    Taking a moment at the bottom I quietly cast Earth Shape. Using it I find the back corner of the building and raise a chimney up the side. It’s a hole in the ceiling in the basement and leads all the way up to the top of the roof. Walking over to stand directly under it I cast Buffet. The gust of wind that is produced drags the smoke with it up the new chimney, clearing the room. 
 
    “That’s better. Hi Penelope. We sort of met briefly the other day.” I wave to the surprised lamia who is backing away from me slowly. Looking to Enora gets me no help. She just nods my way with a ‘go ahead motion.’ Whatever, I guess I’ll just take her advice for earlier then. “So, I have something that I would like you to look at and see what you can make of it.” 
 
    She stops retreating at that moment. With her lower body undulating slowly she comes forward a tiny bit. “You want me to make something?” Her voice is a little stronger now than when she approached Gem. Her eyes dart between me and Enora a couple times and she hesitantly comes closer. 
 
    “That’s right. Enora says this is rare and potentially dangerous.” I hold up the vial of spores to show her. It’s a little worrying that I might be handing her this considering the latest experiments result I just cleaned up. Still, I can probably help with the risks a little. “These Death Moss Progenitor Spores could really cause a lot of trouble for a lot of people, so I want to make sure that you take special care with them.” 
 
    She nods her head vigorously as she reaches forward to take the vial from my hand. Handing it over I look around, trying to think of what I can do to help her out around here. In one corner next to the stairs is a large bed and a nightstand. On the other side of the room is a workbench with a lot of glass containers and fire stone powered burners. It looks like a medieval chemistry set much like what was in Enora’s back room. 
 
    My eyes go back to the vent I just created, and I get an idea. On the opposite corner of the backside of the shop I create another chimney with magic. This one is on the same side of the room as the bed. Looking back to the room I speak to Penelope. “Let me help you out with your home.” I don’t say anything about it being partly to protect the public at large too. 
 
    In the basement I raise a wall that separates it into two distinct rooms with the bed on one side and the work area on the other. Then I get to enchanting. At the chimney near the bed I use the Buffet spell to create an air intake which can be powered by an air stone. Next is the other chimney that I enchant with a reverse of the first one. Now air will gently flow from the other room into the workshop and then up the chimney. 
 
    The enchantments are designed to be weak so they work at the same rate the stones can recharge. Their placement should also prevent gases from going up the stairs into the shop too. The last thing I want is for dangerous gasses to escape the room to float around town. That is where a little life magic comes in handy. On the chimney that air flows out from I add another enchantment at the opening. This one is based off the Cure spell, made to purify the air passing through. It will require a stone to power it too though. 
 
    Looking back at a wide-eyed Penelope, I get a little worried. I did just come in here and redecorate her home. I needn’t worry though because she actually slithers forward to give me a quick hug. “Thank you for doing that my lord.” As quickly as she came forward, she retreats. 
 
    A little stunned by the display, it takes me a minute to respond. “You’re welcome, but there is a little more to be done.” There is an explanation from me on the ventilation upgrades I made to the place and then Penelope’s smile fades. The reason? she tells me that she doesn’t have the money to buy the stones to power the enchantments. 
 
    I wave off her concerns. “We’ll just consider that payment for whatever you create for me using the spores. Does that seem fair?” With a nod from her I notice she seems a little more comfortable around me, but still standoffish despite the earlier display of gratitude. “I’ll have someone bring the stones over for you soon.” 
 
    Enora says hello and that she can come by her shop to pick up anything else she may need for her experiments. Not wanting to overstay my welcome I say goodbye to both of them and leave the shop completely. The walk back to Bolden’s shop lets me see the rest of the dungeon clearing party making their way to the guild building. At the enchanter’s shop I pay for the magic stones to be installed in Penelope’s home and Beccer helps me at the counter. He even says he’ll have someone run them over to the tailor’s shop.  
 
    Next is a trip to the guild, again. It feels like I’m just doing circles in town at this point. The raid members all greet me with hearty hellos, an obvious sign that they got their pay for the quest. Looking around I don’t see Timbre though. She is okay, at least that is what the status bar for her in the corner of my vision says. It’s a little worrying but I won’t bother about it much until I check the training grounds for her. Her dedication to training lately is starting to make me feel like a bum. 
 
    Done with all the errands I needed to run today I expel a puff of air in a big sigh, as I prepare myself for the last part of my day. Training. I don’t relish the thought of getting pounded on again by Grondar, but it’s a necessary evil. Even more so, now that my brand-new armor has a higher STR requirement than I do. I could just dump points into the stat at my next level up but that just seems wasteful when a few more levels in my Light Armor Mastery will take care of it. 
 
    And so, I let my feet carry me back to the sparring pits once again. It’s a slight relief to see Timbre already there and pounding on a heavily armored guard with her hammer. Looks like she is getting a little more practice in as a pure damage dealer. I guess that means she approves of Vorak in the position of tank. I haven’t offered him a permanent spot with my team, but for that I want to consult with the others. I was thoroughly impressed with him at the dungeon though. 
 
    Azzaria and Thia are also there when I arrive, but they aren’t doing any training at the moment. They’re working with Fuar to get him flying. He is doing much better now, zipping through the air on metal wings that I can feel a little mana coming from. Magic is obviously at play to let him fly. The real issue seems to be his landings. As I watch, he comes down and tries flaring his wings to slow down, then overcompensates and flops onto his back on the ground. 
 
    I wave and the girls wave back. Fuar lets out a little roar that is more cute than terrifying. His annoyed voice comes back through our bond when I tell him so. “You try making an intimidating sound through an enchanted windpipe only the size of a drinking straw!” Chuckling to myself I ignore the snide comment. 
 
    I leave the girls and Fuar to their work and find Grondar. Again, with the pain. Why do I continue to torture myself this way? Oh right. So that the real bad guys don’t get a chance to truly torture me or mine. Still, I’m starting to feel like a masochist with all this training. Except for me, I’m not learning to like it, not at all.  
 
    During our matches I talk to Grondar a little. Mainly about the dungeons possible dangers after I learned more about the Death Moss. The subject of mundane war engines came up too. Apparently Grondar is way ahead of me. Construction on these weapons have already begun by the towns top carpenter. A small side effect is that the other carpenters in town are a little backed up with orders for furniture. 
 
    After doing the sparring practice and then taking a little time at the range for spell practice I meet up with the others. Thia informs me mentally that it’s Timbre’s date night as Fuar curls up on my head once more. Considering what happened on my last date I’m a little worried. Then again, I’ll be with my tank, my shield. And besides, she deserves some personal time. She never complains and is always there for me.  
 
    Apparently Thia and Azzaria have already talked about this because she gives me a knowing smile and nods to Timbre. Getting the hint, I step closer and take my beast companion’s hand, though I haven’t thought of her as a beast for quite some time. “Your turn, love. We are going to spend the night together.” It really is nice to have partners that help out in the relationship, especially when there are three of them to worry about. 
 
    Timbre gives me a bright smile that morphs into the toothy grin of a direwolf as she shifts. The next moment she is off and racing to the east. Turning to the other two I just shrug and take off at a sprint, Fuar falling off my head to fly over and land on Azzaria’s. Then it’s a race to the east gate. Timbre is fast, faster than me by far. Then again, I cheat with magic. Constant use of Folded space keeps me with her as we race out into the forest in the fading twilight. 
 
    Timbre leads me into the woods and south a ways before she starts taking turns, seemingly at random. After a couple minutes of this I realize she is tracking a scent. She wanted me to go on a hunt with her. If that is what she wants for a date, then who am I to argue? 
 
    The hunt ends when she tracks down a large dog-sized boar. It’s a low level so not really a threat to us. Sensing the mood of this playful hunt I refrain from using magic other than the buffs I keep on at all times and use my bare hands. Grabbing the large tusks jutting up from its lower jaw I hold it in place as Timbre tears into its neck from the side. The whole fight is over quickly and then Timbre shifts to her wolfkin form. 
 
    There is little talking as we skin and dress the boar before I build a small fire and we roast the meat, storing what we don’t need away for another time. The silence isn’t oppressing though, it’s comfortable. Just me and her sharing a simple meal like back when we first met, though she looks a little different than back then. After eating quietly, we put out the fire and lean against a tree together. 
 
    With my lover leaning her back against my chest in the dark we gaze up through the canopy of trees. “I must admit, I didn’t think things would turn out this way when I first brought you back to my little cave on the river. A welcome difference though.” 
 
    She snuggles into my back as we sit there before replying in her sultry voice. “This is much better.” It isn’t much, but I get her meaning. Different isn’t bad and she too is happy the way things turned out. As it gets later, I offer to use a portal to take us back to the keep. She agrees and we’re soon back in the privacy of my room, Thia, Azzaria, and Fuar in the bedroom next door. What happens next is none of your business, but I will say this. I was too tired afterword to check my messages for the day. All I could do was slip into a dreamless sleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    “Still at it I see. What would you do without me rubbing elbows with the others and talking you up?” The skeletal form of Morsith steps out of the darkness to greet his sister. His tone is light and most probably wouldn’t associate it with the god of death. 
 
    The violet haired beauty that is the goddess of magic, Gwydia, turns with a smile to her brother. “I take it by your tone that it’s good news?” her statement is more of a question. 
 
    When he answers there is a smile in his voice, even though his avatar is incapable of the act. “Actually yes. The few gods that will actively oppose you for a gambit at temporary power won’t act soon and there are a few more that are considering joining you.” His tone gets a little more serious for the next thing. “Torq is still an issue though. She is set in her opposition and wouldn’t talk with me. No doubt she is making a move against you even now. Nothing we can do about that at the moment though.” After the dour news he changes the subject. “How is it going down below?” 
 
    She smiles to her brother before turning back to the far-off planet suspended in the darkness of outer space. “Good. It’s nearly time to meet again on different terms. More people are flocking to his banner. I might even thank Torq at this point. Her movements have helped him draw people to his promise of a safe haven.” 
 
    There is a clacking of bone-on-bone as Morsith nods in her direction before he, too, turns to the darkness. “I don’t doubt that she knew it would happen. Her minions did try to kill him. Still, I fear it was really an attempt at drawing him out. He isn’t ready yet.” 
 
    His sister’s smile falters slightly, but then returns a moment later. “I think he will surprise you and her in the future.”  
 
    Without another word, they stand and watch the world in the distance. Eventually the cloaked figure of Morsith stirs, placing a hand on her shoulder in goodbye. Then he turns and walks off into the darkness whence he came. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The morning light illuminates my face, bringing a red tint to the back of my eyelids and waking me from my contented slumber. Timbre is laying with her head on my chest and her tail is twitching against my leg. As good a time as any, I open up my messages and take a look. With a thought I condense them down to a summary. This makes it easier, so I don’t have to look at each increase one level at a time. 
 
    For magic, there is a three-level increase to Dark type. Two level increases for Life, Light, Time, Space, Death and Transmutation. Neutral, Air, Fire, Earth and water all improved by one. These increases keep impressing me. I know it’s more than a little narcissistic to be impressed with yourself, but what can I say? 
 
    The next thing on the summary is skills. Identify gained a level, which is nice. I haven’t seen an increase in that for quite some time. As for Interrupt and Rebound, two levels apiece for those. Can’t say how happy that makes me. For one thing, that means I’m getting more hits in on Grondar. Yeah, I took a good beating, but at least I can see that it’s working, and I am improving. 
 
    Two things remain on the summary in front of me. Abilities are the last ones that I go over, and there is a good amount of changes there. Staff Mastery, Skinning, Enchanting, Magnetic Personality, Get Lucky and Light Armor Mastery all gained two. There was also a single level increase to Advanced Mana Control and Woodcraft. The last thing on the summary is the culmination of the last few days of work. 
 
      
 
    LEVEL UP! 
 
    You have increased your level by 1. 
 
    You are now Level 23. 
 
    As a Void Human, you get 6 points to apply to your Stats, 1 Celestial Mage Talent Point. 
 
    As you are a Mage, +1 INT +1 WIS are allocated. You currently have 4 undistributed SP, and 1 undistributed Celestial Mage TP. 
 
    You can distribute these from your status page. 
 
    Continue to increase your level to follow the path of true power. 
 
    Fight for the RIGHT to survive! 
 
      
 
    LEVEL UP! 
 
    Your Familiar, Thia, has increased in level by 1. 
 
    Thia is now Level 23. 
 
    As your Familiar, she gets 5 points to apply to her Stats, and 1 Talent Point. 
 
    Thia currently has 5 undistributed SP, and 1 undistributed TP. 
 
    You can distribute these from your Familiar’s status page. 
 
    Continue to increase your Familiar’s level to follow the path of true power. 
 
    Fight for the RIGHT to survive! 
 
      
 
    Already knowing what I want to do for this level I open my own status and place two points in VIT and the other two split between INT and WIS. In my talent tree I finish off the Spell Armament talent, making the total number of spells I can have armed six. Closing my status out I open Thia’s and go to the talent tree first. This one is easy; I just finish out the Marked Target talent that we already started. This brings the debuff from her feathers up to a 10% increase in damage. 
 
    Closing out her talent tree I open her character sheet. This one is tougher. If I use eight of the 10 points for this level and the next, I can get her INT and WIS up to a natural 50. If she gets the same benefits as I do, then it could be a great idea. She doesn’t have Adaptability though, so she won’t be getting the increase to that like I did. I could also increase her Agility to make her a faster mount for when we are traveling. I flip flop between the two before I decide. 
 
    Ultimately, survivability wins out over speed and the benefits from the new abilities she could gain might make the difference. Decision made; I place three points in WIS to get it to 50. One point goes into AGI and the last one into INT. Closing out the status for her I’m glad to see that there is a new message waiting. Reviewing it quickly I see that it is, in fact, the Comprehensive Analysis ability that I got when I reached 50 WIS. 
 
    Unable to avoid it any longer, I get out of bed and start the day. Timbre reaches over with an arm to try and keep me close, but I give her a little shake to wake her fully. “Time to start the day. No rest for the wicked, so we can’t either.” She gets out of bed and we take care of our morning ablutions. When done we all meet up in the common room of the suite. Gem, Thia, Azzaria, Ian, Timbre and I are all present. 
 
    “Okay everyone. We’re all here and I wanted to get everyone’s opinion. Timbre has been doing a great job as our front man when fighting, but we took on another with a tank build for the raid yesterday. What did you all think of him?” My question is met with nods all around, a positive sign. 
 
    “I was worried that his unique physical makeup would make healing difficult. I got a chance to check that and there were no problems I could see.” Gem is the first to chip in but soon the rest put in their two cents. 
 
    It was Timbre’s short comment that seemed to seal the deal for the rest. “He is better than me, takes less damage and keeps attention on him better. He was easy to work with too.” I had to agree with her there. His unique physiology along with the gauntlets he wears insures he takes little damage and I’m pretty sure he has some sort of passive taunt that was helping. 
 
    Looking around to the others I try to gauge their response when I ask the next question. So far, the selection process for our little party has been rather roundabout, but it’s important that we all work well together. “Any objections to inviting him to complete our five-person team?” I don’t see any obvious signs of discomfort but I’m not a psychologist. It all looks good, so I plan on giving Vorak an invite in the future. 
 
    “Sounds like we’re all in agreement then. I want to do another dungeon run with him then to get a better feel of the group dynamic. Also, so he can get a feel for us and our capabilities. He was a big help in the raid, but he didn’t get much of a chance to interact with most of us. Assuming he agrees to the trip with us I want us to meet up at the dungeon entrance an hour or so before noon.” 
 
    We all have breakfast together and then break off to do our separate things for a little while. First stop for me is the guild building to meet up with Vorak. I find him sitting alone at a table in the back. The conversation is short, and I get straight to the point. He doesn’t seem like the kind of guy to beat around the bush. “We discussed it, and everyone wants you to join our party on a run through the local dungeon.” 
 
    Vorak just nods his head so I continue. “Do you have anything you are planning on doing today or a party that you normally adventure with?” To this he just shakes his head. “Well is there anything special that you need us to bring in the way of provisions?” Another shake of the head. “We’re going to meet up an hour before noon near the tunnel north of the keep. Can I count on you being there?” 
 
    Finally, I get more of a response than a simple shake or nod of the head. “Yes.” Still not much but it’ll do. 
 
    Not wanting to overstay my welcome, I wave goodbye and leave the guild. In the main square I see Zia and her mother heading north toward the training grounds. Zia has her familiar on her shoulder and I walk to meet them. They stop when I’m noticed, and Zia gives me one of her patented running tackle-hugs. The swift motion dislodges the raven and it takes flight to land on her mother’s shoulder instead. 
 
    “Hey there munchkin. How is practice going?” I ruffle her hair as she releases her death grip on my waist.  
 
    She looks up to me with her impossibly large eyes and a big smile. “Great! But when are you going to teach me the spell you used for the bunny and turtle?” 
 
    I laugh at her enthusiasm, and that she is still holding onto that promise. It’s okay though, I do plan on delivering. I just need to get a hold of another book for her. Either that or get high enough with Neutral magic in order to teach it myself. Somehow, I don’t think she’ll be patient enough for that. “Soon, my little morsel. Tomorrow I’m going to make a trip somewhere that should help me with that.” It’s then that Fuar decides to come down from his flying practice to land on my head. 
 
    “Ooooh, what is that?” At her words I can feel the miniature metal dragon raise up in an attempt to make himself bigger. 
 
    “I’m not a what, I’m a he.” The words are indignant in tone and he flaps his wings a couple times to blow air in her face and ruffle her hair. 
 
    The young raccoon girl’s eyes go as big as saucers and her mouth falls open. It takes a moment for her to shake off the surprise, but when she does, the sound of a tea pot boiling over is the closest approximation. The delighted squeal is accompanied with her bouncing up and down to get a better look at Fuar. “Hi… I’m...Zia...What’s...your...name?” she says in between hops. 
 
    Fuar leaves my head with a couple flaps and circles Zia. When she stops bouncing, he flies in front of her face before hovering there. “I’m Fuar. Nice to meet you Zia.” Then he returns to my head where he curls up again. 
 
    “Where did he come from uncle Vol?” Her big eyes and twitching ears are so cute I can’t resist telling her. 
 
    “He is a construct made by Bolden the artificer and an enchantment of my own doing.” When I look over to Nera and see Zia’s Raven familiar there I’m reminded of Odin. He had two ravens to sit on his shoulders though. “In order to create Fuar I had to give up a small piece of my own soul. It will heal back but the process is very painful. Hurting you isn’t something I want to do, but maybe you would be willing to endure if you can have your own. Maybe a matching raven as a friend to your familiar?” 
 
    Zia doesn’t seem to care that it will hurt, though she doesn’t really understand how much, and nods her head. Nera arrives at that moment to ask the questions all parents would. “Will it permanently damage her soul? And how much does it hurt?” 
 
    Looking to her very seriously I allay her fears, then confirm them. “No, it won’t do any permanent damage to her, though doing something like this to someone too much can. The pain though, it is quite bad. I’ve felt worse, but it is extremely uncomfortable. The result, on the other hand, should be a loyal companion for the rest of her life that will always protect her. Basically, she’ll have two familiars.” 
 
    Nera seems to think about it for a minute before coming to a decision. “I’ll trust you in this. If she wishes to go ahead with the process, I’ll allow it. It can’t be cheap though, and we just spent most of our savings on the familiar spell. It will likely be a long time before we can afford it.” 
 
    I wave off her concerns. “Think of it as a gift from her uncle Vol. Besides, we just started this, and we need to drum up a little business. As long as she tells people that ask how she got it from Bolden’s shop then we can call it even.” 
 
    When her mother nods Zia starts bouncing again and making all sorts of excited sounds. Patting her head, I tell her that it’ll be awhile yet before it can be made and that she shouldn’t get too excited yet. My words fall on deaf ears and she runs around her mother saying thank you over and over. When we get her to stop for a moment, we all say our goodbyes and go our different ways; I go to Bolden’s, and Zia goes to the range for practice. 
 
    Having done it enough this is starting to feel like a routine. Waving to Beccer I walk into the back. There I find nothing. Bolden isn’t here. Turning around I see Beccer poking his head around the door frame. “He isn’t here. You don’t usually come around this early but, dad is at the chapel with the young ones. Since we got a few more with all the new arrivals he has been busy again.” 
 
    I nod to him and think about what to do. I could go find something, but I haven’t really been by the chapel in a while. Thanking Beccer I head back toward the keep. At the chapel I can hear Bolden talking to the children. They’re all sitting around the altar and Bolden is instructing them in finding their mana pool. A few minutes later and Bolden tells them to continue the exercise. 
 
    I come over next to him and lean against the altar. It’s warm under my hands, and it thrums, like my own heartbeat. Pulling myself away from the distraction I look at Bolden. Speaking low so as not to disturb the children I tell him how his first sale is to me for Zia’s new raven. He nods along but there is one difference from Fuar. “What should I use for a power source?” That’s the problem. I don’t have any stones the same quality as the one I used for Fuar. 
 
    “Whatever the best stone you have for the job. I’ll pay for it.” After a moment of thinking I give a few more ideas. “Use shadesteel and a few more feathers from Thia.” Handing over the feathers and a few ingots I still had ends our discussion. I don’t leave at first though. Pressing my hands down on the altar is somewhat soothing. Taking in the feeling I listen to Bolden as he continues his instruction. 
 
    Watching those kids, hopeful and eager to learn, would live with me for the rest of my days. That is what we’re building here. A place where elf, beastkin, dwarf, and even human children can grow up in freedom. Where they can grow without the suffering that others have faced and with the potential to be anything, whether they use magic or not. 
 
    At the agreed upon time the whole team meets up and we get the next opening into the dungeon. This time goes quicker, and with another person to fill out our group and knowing the fights, smoother. The experience we got for the run was good but not enough to get a new level. It got me to 98% but ended up just short of the level up threshold. Vorak was luckier though and picked up one early on. 
 
    That isn’t to say that there were no gains during the dungeon delve. I gained a level in all of the different magic types and two in Abjuration. Without taking much punishment I didn’t improve my Light Armor Mastery at all though. Advance Mana Control was really the only other thing that say any improvement with a single level. Unfortunately for me, that means I need to keep up the practice with Grondar to boost my armor ability. As for Thia, she gained a level in all her skills. Even merge gained a couple since we made sure to use it a few times for training. 
 
    After leaving the dungeon I head back to the keep. When we were in the dungeon, I remembered that I needed to create something that can remove slave collars. The problem was that I didn’t have anything suitable to enchant. It may have been a possibility to make a dagger or sword or something that can do it. That seems like a bad way of going about it though. If someone tells a slave that they’re going to free the slave then pulls out a sword, that could be taken badly. 
 
    The plan is to have Dolan make a few small rods or batons for me to try enchanting. When I tell him the plan he readily agrees and asks what I want them made out of. There are two reasons I don’t want to use the more magical metals and first is that there is a limited supply and they are rare. The other reason is that the rods may be tempting for thieves if they’re of a more expensive material. For those reasons I tell him copper. It has a relatively high magical capacity for its worth and we aren’t using much of what we have already. 
 
    Next stop is the training grounds to get my nightly beating. At least it nets me another level in Light Armor Mastery and Staff Mastery. I practice a little at the range, gaining only a single level in Earth. Taking a seat on the ground, I go through my inventory for the spellbooks I can use now. I haven’t checked in a while and there are a few things I can learn now. One by one I go through them and activate the process. When done, I look over the new spells in my grimoire.  
 
      
 
    Dragon’s Breath: Shoot extremely hot flames in a cone. Casting out of the mouth increases the effect of the flames. Cooldown: 1 hour. Range 15 feet. Cost 50 MP per sec. Base Dmg: 80-100 per sec. 
 
      
 
    Consecrate: Consecrates the ground around the caster in a 10-yard radius. Life magic permeates this area and causes damage to lesser death creatures. Causes discomfort and slowed movement for any Death creatures within the radius. Increased mana and health regeneration for allies within the spell’s radius. Range: 50 Feet. Cost: 50 MP. 
 
      
 
    Shadow Beam: Release a concentrated beam of shadows that causes damage to anything it comes in contact with. Range: 35 feet. Cost: 20 MP/sec. Base Dmg: 50 per sec. 
 
      
 
    Raise Lesser Undead: Raise undead minions from the remains of creatures to do the casters bidding. Requires a corpse or skeleton less than 3/4 the level of the caster. Doesn't work on the corpses of sentient creatures. Control limit is WIS/10. 
 
    Range: 10 feet. Cost: 50 MP. 
 
      
 
    It is nice to finally get to Level 25 in one of the magic types, and Dragon’s Breath is the reward. It’s also nice to have something I can use to train Death magic a little more. Plus, now I get to raise my own undead. Consecrate was a nice stationary buff that Azzaria has used a few times in our fights in the dungeons. Shadow Beam was the drop we got from the lich that is the boss for floor two. Looking it over I realize that it’s basically the polar opposite of Sun Beam. 
 
    Now that I have that out of the way it’s time to take a woman close to me on a date. Being bonded to Thia makes it easy to forget to take the time to be intimate with her. Having her in my thoughts is the most intimate of things one can share. For that reason, it can be easy to forget that she is a woman who deserves attention and romance as much as any other. 
 
    Shielding my thoughts from Thia so she doesn’t catch wind of tonight’s plan I go and find Azzaria. With a hug I whisper in her ear the plan for Thia and get an approving nod in return. Saying goodbye for the night I go to Timbre and let her know the plan to spend the night with Thia. She takes it better than before and I assume that is a result of our night together. 
 
    Thia is in an aisle of the range and firing balls of lightning, one after another. She is trying to increase the speed of her casting. Coming up from behind her I wrap my arms around her waist. Squeezing her tight I bury my face into her hair, breathing in her scent. It’s of cold air like on a mountain peak and ozone. The lightning stops coming when I touch her, and she leans back into my embrace. Letting my mental grip slip a little, I allow the love I feel for her to flow between us. 
 
    “Just you and me tonight Thia.” My words elicit a spike of excitement from her mind. Spinning around in my arms she stands on her tip toes and gives me a kiss on the mouth. Embracing like that for a moment we both enjoy the press of each other. 
 
    Pulling away from me Thia takes my hand in hers and pulls me to a walk headed north. Hand in hand we walk out of the training grounds onto the road that leads to the docks. Along the way we don’t talk, but we don’t need to. In our minds and along the bond we share pass feelings, images and words as we share important parts in our lives. Through these I get a glimpse of what it looks like where she comes from and vise versa. 
 
    Our walk ends at the docks but doesn’t stop there. It’s still a little early and the sun hasn’t fully set as we look out over the lake. Along the dock and the nearby shore, a few fishermen are working on various tasks. Some look like they’re mending nets and others look over boats. We don’t linger there long though. Stepping back a little, Thia shifts to her larger bird-like form and bids me to hop on. 
 
    A moment later we are soaring over the lake and taking in the dying light of the sun. A few minutes of sliding through the air and Thia lands on the ridge near the waterfall that feeds the lake. The view from up here is amazing. We look out over the lake and the treetops of the forest beyond. Like a sea of green, the leaves sway on the forest trees, creating the illusion of rolling waves in the gentle breeze. 
 
    Eventually the sun sets leaving us with a feeling of isolation. While the darkness presses in it gives the impression that it’s only the two of us here. Shortly after the sunset, a moon rises over the forest and reflects off the lake below. Our silent moment together is interrupted by the grumbling of my stomach. With an apologetic look to Thia I open my mouth to suggest a dinner venue when her own belly speaks up. We both laugh before agreeing to head back to town. 
 
    Thia lands us in the main square in front of the keep and shifts to her humanoid form. I quickly take her hand and I’m leading the way this time. It may not be original but Azzaria and I really enjoyed our time at Malto’s. I didn’t bring Timbre here the other day because she obviously had a different kind of bonding in mind, but I think Thia will enjoy the intimate setting.  
 
    From her reaction when we get there and look through the window, I know it was the right choice. The same cow woman from the other night seats us and we share a meal. The food was great, though I couldn’t tell you afterwards what it was that I ordered. The whole night I was drawn in by golden eyes and thick lashes. We continued our conversation from the ridge over the waterfall and before I knew it the night had grown late. Our food was gone and looking around shows me that we’re the last ones here. 
 
    With a warm smile to my companion I take her hand in mine. “Looks like we should leave so this fine establishment can close and the people go home. I’d hate to be unwelcome next time we visit.” 
 
    “Not to worry my lord.” So distracted by my companion was I that the sound of the host didn’t register. “We are always grateful for your patronage. We work longer shifts to make up for it and get an extra day off too.” 
 
    A chuckle leaves my throat before I address her. “I still don’t wish to keep you overly late. Though it’s good to hear that the owner of this place is mindful of that sort of thing.” With a respectful nod to the woman I assist Thia in rising from her chair before we leave Malto’s. From there we walk hand in hand toward the keep, slowly. 
 
    I was enjoying the comfortable silence between us, mentally and out loud, when I heard a commotion from up ahead. It sounds like the clash of weapons and battle. Giving up the slow stroll we both bolt forward. Arriving in the main square before the keep I witness a person clashing against ten of my guards. Grondar is there and the other nine people look like the more experienced members of the guard. All have shields out and are surrounding the man that I only get brief glimpses of through the press of bodies.  
 
    Just as we get within hearing distance, we can hear a vicious voice yell out, “You all are nothing before Torq! The Blood Goddess will feed on your essence and take this small land before spreading over the world!” His rant is cut off as two stealth rogues appear behind him during the monologue. What follows is two pairs of daggers slipping into the vampire assassin’s back. This is followed by ten blades punching into him from all sides. 
 
    When the guards remove their blades, the corpse falls to the ground. Thia and I run to the aid of no one. Slowing to a jog we come to a stop in front of Grondar. “What the hell is going on here? I thought IMA was able to detect these fuckers now.” I’m understandably upset since there are still assassins roaming my town. 
 
    Grondar looks at me in a funny way before answering. “You didn’t know? IMA did detect this one and his accomplice. We killed the accomplice when they separated, and he headed to the restaurant you were in. IMA was monitoring everything, and my men were following along. This one took position here, and when he settled in, we struck. I thought IMA informed you of the situation.”  
 
    Now isn’t that something? I have a feeling about what happened, but I figure asking can’t hurt. “IMA why didn’t you notify me of the threat to the town?” 
 
    Her smug voice comes to my mind and I can practically hear the shit-eating grin on her imaginary face. “You were on a date; it would have been rude to interrupt. Besides, knowing where they were and what they were up to made sure there was no real risk. I was prepared to forcibly shut and secure any doors in the town should the assassins try to hold up in a building with people. Otherwise I deemed it more important to discern their target.” 
 
    Having expected that answer, or something like it with less smugness, I nod along. “And what did we learn then?” I say this aloud, so the others nearby can hear it. 
 
    I can tell by the slightly glazed looks that IMA takes the hint and projects to all of them. “They were after you and only you this time. They didn’t bother to post someone near the chapel. Their mission was likely to double team you and finish you off, even if it ultimately meant their lives as well. This is significant for something like a vampire with a, for all intents and purposes, unlimited lifespan.” 
 
    What the hell! Why me? There has to be something that keeps drawing them to me over everyone else in the town. Sure, I’m not weak, but Enora proved herself a force to be reckoned with in the last battle. So why are they after me and not someone like her? Before there was the possibility of controlling our defenses, but what now? The only other thing different about me is that I’m not from this world but how could they know? 
 
    The simplest conclusion is that we have a spy in town but that doesn’t seem right to me. I don’t think many in the town know the specifics of my situation or would tell the vampires if they did. There are just too many questions and not enough answers. Maybe someone was converted, but it could be for a whole different reason that I haven’t even thought of. Even this theory doesn’t sound right, at least not completely. 
 
    As Thia takes my hand again I drop that line of thought as unproductive for now. Focusing back on the girl next to me I squeeze her hand to let her know I’m back from my thoughts. Saying our goodbyes to the guard we both commend them on a job well done. Back in our room alone Thia kisses me so fiercely that all other thoughts flee my mind...for a time. Lying in bed as my golden-haired familiar falls asleep, I can’t help feeling anxiety. The Vampire problem won’t hold off much longer. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    “So, I would be placed as the regent of this kingdom if I help facilitate its integration into the empire?” Lord Enlit’s devilish smile can be heard in his voice, though it isn’t necessary since it’s on full display.  
 
    A tall figure in golden colored armor nods his head. “The Empire of the light is grateful for the lack of spilled blood and would, of course, reward the one who makes this a possibility.” The helm is closed, as the person within never reveals his face and the voice is absolutely devoid of emotion. 
 
    For all that Francis Enlit knew, this man could be an animated suit of armor. Still, that mattered not if he got what he wanted. Recently the king was bucking his suggestions and absolutely flat out refused the last one. It was time to remove the figurehead and take a more active hand in things. “Good. My men are coming back from slaving runs in the forest to reinforce the changeover. They are already on the way and it shouldn’t be more than a week or so before everything will be in place.” 
 
    The helmet bobs up and down again and the lord in his house feels an odd disconnect at the image of an empty suit of armor talking to him. “I will trust your judgment in this. We should not talk again until it is time.” The man says and turns to leave. The feeling is gone soon after as the man from the empire of the light god walks out of his door and then the house all together.  
 
    Steepling his hands as he thinks of what is to come, that sinister smile never left his mouth. “Soon my king, you will regret defying me even that little bit.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The next morning, we get up early. There are a few things I need to do before leaving. Quickly getting everyone together, I explain my plan for the day. “You’re going to head back to Riverock to check on the inn? No thanks.” Says Azzaria. 
 
    “So, you don’t want to come with?” I’m a little surprised, but she isn’t the only one that decides to stay back.  
 
    “I think I’ll scout further north and see if I can find any sign of the vampire lair. On the way back I’ll swing the east too.” Thia’s idea makes good sense, but I’ll miss her while I’m gone. The looming threat is going to give me a nervous tick here soon. Her desire to scout is another way she is trying to help alleviate my fears.  
 
    “How about you Timbre?” I ask my feminine Beast Companion.  
 
    She looks nervous and fidgets a little while rubbing her neck. Timbre is definitely torn about what she wants to do. “I don’t like the collar, but you shouldn’t go alone.” Always one to be concerned about my welfare.  
 
    She is sitting next to me on the couch, so I place a comforting hand on her knee. “You don’t need to always look out for me. I appreciate it, I really do, but you can have a day to yourself if you want. Besides, I’ll have Fuar with me.” The enchanted metal dragon looks to me from the armrest of the couch and nods so everyone can see as I get a, “You betcha,” over the bond between us. 
 
    Timbre still looks worried but nods back, somewhat mollified. “Okay, I’ll stay and train. There is something else I want to try out this morning though.” Curiosity grips me at whatever Timbre wants to pursue, but if she wanted to say what it is, she would have. 
 
    Looking around the room I get to Gem and Ian. Gem doesn’t want to go back to the city that enslaved her if she doesn’t have to and Ian is torn. He doesn’t say so, but I can tell he wants to go—though he also wants to spend time with Gem. He finally speaks up, having made his decision. Ian is going to stay and work with his profession. With all the fighting and combat training we’ve been doing there hasn’t been a lot of time for everyone to do that. Azzaria and Gem find that to be a great idea and want to do the same.  
 
    “Time for me to get a move on. I still need to pick up the rods from Dolan and then enchant them so they can remove the slave collars.” Getting up from the couch we all head down to breakfast in the main hall. Kyria tells us she’ll bring us something soon before heading into the kitchen. We chat, and then quickly eat when the Hildre’s assistant brings out the food. I tell the others that someone should let Vorak know of our plans for the day and then Dolan leads the way to his forge.  
 
    Saying goodbye to my girls, I follow Dolan down to his workspace. “Here ya are.” Says Dolan, handing me a copper rod a foot long and an inch in diameter. Giving it a look over I say thanks and grab the other four he passes me before heading down the hall to the crystal room.  
 
    I think of it as the crystal room because, you got it, there are crystals growing all over. Growing crystals isn’t its only purpose though. Originally it was probably an enchanting room, or maybe just a general room for crafting. The sight is quite impressive and with the blue, dimly glowing crystals growing out of the wall and ceiling. Over years of neglect the crystals have grown far more than the room was meant for. Better for me that there is a plentiful supply for my enchanting.  
 
    There is still a table leftover in the middle of the room where the copper rods get placed. Each one is slightly tapered to one end so maybe they should be called wands instead of rods. Considering the importance of what they will be turned into I need to do this right. So, I grab a big crystal from the side of the room, break it off with a yank, and place it next to the wands.  
 
    Enchanting can be done without the crystal, it’s just not as powerful as it could be with it. I always see blue lines flowing around any enchanted item. My theory is that mana is condensed into a solid that forms channels for energy. When enchanting with crystals they look like they melt and flow into the item. It’s likely that the substance of mana crystals is used to strengthen these channels. 
 
    If I had the time to experiment, I would test the theory, but there just aren’t enough hours in the day. For now, it is good enough that the information from my Enchanting profession tells me that enchantments are stronger when using the crystals. Placing my hands over the first metal wand I focus on the ability I want to imbue into it. This is slightly different than anything I’ve done before. 
 
    In the past I have enchanted my own abilities into an item, like the Mana Dispersal one I put on Timbre’s armor. I haven’t tried placing and enchantment based off something from my profession before though. Absorbed in my work, the world falls away and it’s only me, my magic, and the metal wand. What I’m looking for is elusive and whenever I think I’ve found that which represents the Remove Enchant talent it skitters away. 
 
    Frustrated, I open my eyes and lean against the table for a minute. Taking deep breaths calms the mind and the frustration eventually melts away. Closing my eyes, I dive back in. A long time and two more breaks follow before my mind grabs hold of the talent and doesn’t lose it. Quickly, the enchantment circle forms in my hand and the talent gets placed within before the whole thing is pushed into the wand. Afraid to open my eyes and lose focus I miss the crystal melting and merging with the wand.  
 
    Only a minute passes as I fight to keep the whole enchantment together and transfer it to the item, but it feels like forever. Just as I can feel the copper reaching its limit for the enchantment the process completes. It was close though; any more of it, and the whole wand would have exploded. On top of that being bad for my health, I would then need Dolan to make more out of something else that could contain the enchantment. 
 
      
 
    Copper Enchantment Breaker: A focus that channels a user’s mana into removing the enchantment from what it is in contact with. Warning: Cost significantly increased if the enchantment is actively in use. Item Class: Uncommon. Durability: 20/20. 
 
      
 
    It worked! The process for enchanting the other four wands is slow, but each one gets done faster than the last one. By the time it’s all finished a couple hours must have passed. Having already said goodbye, I put everything away and head back up to the main hall once more. At first, I am going to open the portal in the Crystal Room, but I think better of it. Who knows what could be on the other side? Just in case, I signaled over a couple guards. 
 
    “Hey guys. I’m going to open a doorway here. It should be clear, but just in case, be ready for anything.” The two guards turn to each other for a second and then back. They both draw swords and take a defensive crouch. When they both nod to me that they are ready I begin my cast. I focus on the cellar in the Pony so it will be out of the way and not draw attention. Better than opening it in the middle of the main room where everyone is eating or in the confines of an already occupied room. 
 
    The long cast completes as I think about the place I want to go to. A shimmering door of blue mana forms. Within the glowing blue border is a hazy film that you can’t see past. Waiting for a moment to see if anything comes though makes me a little anxious. after about ten seconds I wave to the guards over my shoulder. “I should be back tonight.” Stepping through the portal reveals the cellar on the other side. It isn’t empty though.  
 
    Staring at me are the dirty faces of half a dozen people sitting on the floor. When they get a good look, they shrink in on themselves and scuttle away. Not knowing what to say I just raise my hands, palm open. “Uh, sorry to intrude. Don’t mind me, I’m just passing through.” Walking toward the stairs I get a lot of confused stares, which I ignore.  
 
    The kitchen is quiet except for the clinking of dishes as a couple of the pretend slaves that work here wash up after breakfast. “Hey girls. How are things?” The two women jump when I speak, having not heard me come in. Spinning around their wide eyes fall on me. A moment later they relax and set down the plates they were holding.  
 
    The older of the two—a beastkin woman of about 25 with mouse ears—steps forward a little and dips her head to me. “Sorry milord, we didn’t hear you come in. What can we do for you?”  
 
    “Is John around?” She nods and motions to the door for the common room with a hand. “Thanks. Keep up the good work.” I say before walking out. The room only has a few people in it when I enter, and one individual is getting up to leave. Not too surprising since it’s the lull between breakfast and lunch at the moment. John is behind the bar cleaning a glass. Taking a seat across from him as he works, I wait for him to acknowledge me.  
 
    Looking up from the thorough cleaning job of that mug causes him to startle, nearly dropping the glass before he recovers. “Vol! I didn’t know you would be coming today.” Then he looks around and frowns. “How did you even get in?”  
 
    I give the older man a smile and silently wave my hands around like a street magician. “Magic. How are things? How is business?”  
 
    John just shakes his head to me in consternation. “Pretty good. Business as usual really. There have been a fair number of adventurers who have started to come by to eat and drink. Not sure why that is happening all of the sudden. They usually just stick to the guild building. Still, I’m glad for it. The extra money has allowed me to buy up a few more slaves when the opportunity arose.” 
 
    That explains the people in the basement then. Now that I think about it, they weren’t humans. They will get the next portal back to Thunderbird’s Roost in just under eight hours. First though, I need to call a little meeting. “Can you get word to Curt and the Florens to meet me here? Let’s say in about an hour and a half?”  
 
    “Sure, no problem. What should I tell them it’s about?” he asks.  
 
    Not wanting to say too much through a messenger I just tell him “Pass along that I come bearing gifts. I’ll be back soon, but I need to see someone about a bunny and turtle at the moment.” The absolutely flabbergasted look on his weathered face is hilarious, but I maintain a serious expression until I’m out of the door. A smile splits my face when I’m out and I can’t help a little chuckle that escapes as I walk down the street.  
 
    No wandering today. Heading straight to Merl’s books on Pine doesn’t take long. Walking in the door, Merl himself is present just like the last time. “Ah, if it isn’t the big spender and alleged savior to many. Deloris was impressed with you last time so I doubt there will be a problem there, so what can we do for you? Are you here for the regular books out here in front or are you looking to visit the lovely lady in back?” 
 
    “You called me ‘savior to many’ but what do you mean by that?” Not that I don’t have an idea of what he means, but who else would know that would say something?  
 
    Merl just laughs at my worried look. “Just rumors, but they say you bought a bunch of slaves and then up and disappeared with them. Some are saying you freed them. There are other rumors though, less savory ones. They say you took them off to somewhere in order to do horrible experiments with dark magics.” He takes a second to laugh, showing how he feels about those. “After what my wife told me I’m sure the last one is far from the truth.” 
 
    We did lead a procession of slaves through the streets in broad daylight that day we purchased them from the slavers. It makes sense that they were seen and then disappeared completely. Some will attribute it to the slaves moving in smaller groups, but the rumors don’t need much to start. That does bring up something more worrying though. If it’s common knowledge that we brought them to the Pony, then it could be under observation from other parties in the city.  
 
    That is something to worry about at another time. For now, I turn to Merl. “I need to see the lovely lady in back, if you don’t mind. Also, if you have any regular books on the mage war or champions for the gods I would be interested.” 
 
    With a raised eyebrow at my odd choice in reading material he waves to the door behind him. “I might have a couple things that will interest you. I’ll pull them and show you when you’re done in back.” 
 
    Stepping through the door brings me into the office with Deloris once more. The woman looks me over for a minute before inquiring “Where are your companions?”  
 
    “At home. They didn’t find the atmosphere in the city to their liking.” I give her my best boyish grin, and she gives me a hard look. 
 
    She holds the look long enough that I start to get nervous. I don’t know why but when a matronly old woman, human or satyr, gives me that look for too long I start to worry. Eventually her facade cracks, and she stands to give me a hug. “I know you helped those people you took from the slavers. I don’t know what you did, exactly, but I want to thank you all the same.”  
 
    Relief floods through me for a brief moment and I accept a friendly hug from the woman. “My pleasure.” I tell her. “What I’m actually here for is a specific spell. I wouldn’t mind looking around either if you don’t mind.” 
 
    The horned woman bobs her head up and down before turning to another door. Walking through first, she takes a seat as I come through to sit across the small table from her. I want to look through the spellbooks around the room, but first, it’ll be faster to talk to Deloris about the one I’m looking for. “Mana Decoy, do you have it?”  
 
    With an incredulous look on her face she responds. “What do you need that spell for? No one ever uses it, more interested in magic from the other realms than working on Neutral magic.”  
 
    Most people focus on what they consider more powerful magics like elemental or divine realm stuff. This is because Neutral magic doesn’t usually have much in the way of strong offensive spells. Though my experiences there is much to be offered by Neutral type magic though. “I already have it. This is for a friend of mine and I promised I’d look for it.”  
 
    “Well alright. I think there is one around here somewhere. You can look around while I find it for you.” Then, Deloris heads to a corner of the room and starts looking through the spellbooks.  
 
    Standing from my chair I head to the shelves that surround the room. A lot of what I see isn’t really useful, but I do find a few utility-type spells that might come in handy. First is Water Breathing. As you could probably guess, it allows the person it’s cast on to breath underwater. It lasts up to an hour and doesn’t cost much in the way of mana.  
 
    The next one, Slow Fall, sounds like a good thing to have when using a flying mount. I grab this one just in case. I mean, I trust Thia, but it couldn’t hurt. There are other reasons it can be useful too. Last, in the way of utility spells, is Light Orb. I can see in the dark using Mana Sight or by casting Wisp, but they have a few disadvantages. With Mana Sight, everything is visible, but the details are not there, and Wisp has a short distance. Light Orb costs the same as Wisp with a longer duration of thirty minutes. 
 
    The spellbooks go on the table with the one Deloris sets there. She waits patiently as I go back to the shelves. I don’t want to spend too much time here though since I have to head back to the Pony for the meeting. I’m able to find one more spellbook that I want to buy, though. My Death magic isn’t to the level that I can learn it yet but it’s the next step in summoning the undead. 
 
      
 
    Summon Skeleton: Summon nearby bone fragments to form a humanoid skeleton to fight for the caster. Summoned undead are limited to the level of the caster. Control limit is WIS/15. Class: Mage only. Death Type magic Level 10+. 
 
      
 
    Taking a seat across the table from Deloris I place the last book on the table. Before I can ask the price though, Fuar stirs from my head. He had curled up there before we left and could have been mistaken for a hat. For my part, I hardly noticed he was there after a little while. He sits so still there is nothing to remind you that Fuar is anything other than an inanimate object, until he does move.  
 
    Deloris’ eye tracks up my face to the movement atop my head. When they get there, they get comically wide, and she jumps up from her chair. “What in the goddess is that?” Her reaction nearly makes me burst into laughter, but her shout was too loud.  
 
    Raising my hands in a placating motion I try to calm her. Can’t have her husband, or worse the guards, busting in here. “It’s okay. Fuar is my companion.” That statement causes her to stop but the look she gives me is even more confused.  
 
    “You have a snake for a companion? And you let it sit on your head.” Her tone for that last line makes it sound like I’m and idiot. I get it though. Who walks around with a snake on his head? She doesn’t see the wings though. Does it make a difference that it’s a snake like dragon and not an actual snake on my head? Yes, it makes all the difference. 
 
    I’m not the only one who has anything to say about the misunderstanding about his current body. Fuar makes that point known to her himself though. “I’m not a snake, thank you very much! I’m a dragon.” Then I can feel him do something with his mana and a puff of smoke comes out of his nostrils and leaks from the side of his mouth. A moment later I understand, he used the Fog spell to cause the effect.  
 
    The indignant tone from Fuar and the kaleidoscope of emotion that passes over Deloris’ face gets me now and I lean back in the chair, nearly bawling for how hard I laugh. It takes some time to get the mirth under control. Meanwhile, the old satyr and my proud tagalong ignore me and get acquainted. After they introduce themselves, I ask, “Now, about the price?” 
 
    My prompt draws Deloris from their conversation and she glances at the books on the table. “55 gold.” She says distractedly. Pulling out the money I pass it over. “You made him?” She quickly takes the money and points to Fuar. 
 
    I wag my hand back and forth. “Sort of. My specialty allows me to create the consciousness that is Fuar from my own soul. The metal construct was made by a talented Artificer.” She nods and looks over Fuar as he glides down to the table.  
 
    Rising up on his back legs he takes an awkward approximation of a bow. “And you can do the same for others?” Deloris seems pretty interested.  
 
    “I can, but the whole thing is expensive and custom orders only because of what it takes to make the bodies. Also, it’s painful when splitting the soul. Very painful.” She doesn’t seem discouraged by this. “Would you be interested in getting one made for you?” 
 
    Deloris shakes her head in the negative. “Not at the moment, but I can see how this could make a lot of money. I might have a few people that I know that would be willing to pay for this. I’ll let you know if that is the case, next time I see you.”  
 
    “Sure, but they need to be trustworthy. I won’t do it for just anyone.” After that I quickly learn the utility spells and put the last book in storage. Fuar gives Deloris a little wave goodbye and flies back to his perch on my head as an odd hat. After saying my own goodbye, I head out the door, and I’m on my way back to the Pony. During the short walk, it feels like I’m being followed but looking around doesn’t tell me by whom. Whatever, they can follow if they want. Not like I’m doing anything wrong. 
 
    Back in the common room of the inn, Mr. and Mrs. Floren are already waiting at a table in the back. When I sit, they welcome me and ask what it is that I wanted to talk about. I only tell them to wait for Marcus. In hushed voices they relate to me their recent purchases with the profits from the inn. Marcus arrives shortly after and slides his way into a chair next to me.  
 
    After a quick hello to him I get down to business. “You are doing what you can for now when it comes to purchasing who you can. You’re limited to funds though, and without a way to free those that you don’t own yourself that is all you can do. These,” I pull out the copper rods I had made and then enchanted myself, “will change that.” Passing one to each person allows them to inspect them on their own.  
 
    When the resistance members look back at me, their stunned expressions quickly turn into excited smiles. Even the reserved and subtle Marcus has the same look, though he recovers quicker than the noble couple. “Where did you get these?” asks Paul Floren. Martha, his wife, quickly nods along with her husband and watches me intently. 
 
    Shaking my head, I don’t answer directly. “Does it really matter? What we need to do is make sure they don’t fall into the wrong hands. If that happens then the whole operation is going to be exposed.” Serious nods meet my gaze. “Now, can we use the warehouse we used before to keep those slaves that are to have the collars forcibly removed? If so, then I can swing by on occasion and pick up anyone that is there.” 
 
    Marcus answers this one. “The heat from your previous visit has died down and the warehouse isn’t suspected. If we bring them there in small groups, it won’t cause the same kind of search, and we won’t have to worry about them being found out.”  
 
    With five wands I decide to leave one with each of the people at the table. It still leaves me with two. The three resistance members in front of me look a little anxious after I tell them to keep the ones that they are holding but to put them away in bags or pockets. The meeting quickly breaks up after that and I’m left alone at the table. Looking around the room, I find John at the bar, so I get up and walk over.  
 
    “Hey, John,” I say. 
 
    “Hello Vol. By the looks on the faces of our mutual friends something exciting happened.” John raises an eyebrow to me. 
 
    Looking around to see if anyone is watching, no one is, I pull out one of the two remaining wands and pass it over the bar to him. “You could say that,” I tell him as he discreetly looks over the wand behind the counter. “Keep it.” I say as his eyes come back up to me. In the blink of an eye the wand is gone.  
 
    “You want a drink?” John asks.  
 
    Taking a moment to think about it I decide “Why not?” Then I toss him a gold coin. “That is for my tab while I’m here.” The ale he sets down on the table isn’t bad. It isn’t great either, but I’m not suffering. There is still a little time before the cooldown of Spatial Door, so I sit back at the bar and people-watch a little. While waiting I take a moment to look at the enchanting talent tree. I have one point I’ve yet to place. 
 
    There are two talents that I know I want to get at this point, and they are: Alter Enchantment from the branch starting with Disenchant; and Reduce Mana Resistance from the branch starting with Focus. Both are at the farthest tier in the talent tree visible at this time. The former would allow me to update enchantments to my current skill level and only requires one point to max out. The later requires two talent points to max out and reduces the casting resistance of armor by 25% and probably a total of 50% on the second tier. 
 
    I could definitely use both. It’s Gem that causes me to choose Reduced Mana Resistance though. Since she uses medium armor as a caster, it seems like the best idea. Plus, the other talent will still be useful no matter when I get it. Mind made up, I place the talent point in my profession and close everything out. Not a moment too soon, as someone takes the stool next to me at the bar.  
 
    “Someone would like to meet you.” The stranger says. 
 
    Next to me sits a man I haven’t seen before. He is wearing expensive chain armor and has a short haircut in a flat top style. It reminds me of a few of the older military men I have seen on TV. Judging from his posture and the hard look in his eyes this man is, or was, in the military too. “And who would that be?” 
 
    “Lord Francis Enlit. He has guaranteed your safety if you should come.” The somber man looks at me dead serious. Identify says that he is a couple levels higher than me, but I’m not worried about it. What dangers might be waiting for me should I go to meet the man who sent assassins to end me? Still, this man doesn’t look like the type to deal falsely. 
 
    I give the man a hard stare. His gaze meets mine and there is no hesitation, no doubt. This man means what he says and doesn’t bullshit anyone. In that moment I knew that should I be betrayed that this man would turn on his master to assist me. Even if it was only to not make a liar out of himself. “Will you guarantee my safety for the meeting?”  
 
    There is a flash of surprise on his weathered face, gone a moment later. The stern set of his square jaw speaks of determination as he gives me a single nod. Good enough for me. It always pays to have a little extra backup, and I have a few hold cards that I can use in a bind too. Fuar doesn’t move but he speaks to me though the bond. “Are you sure this is a good idea?” 
 
    Responding in kind, I get up and follow the man out. He never said his name and I didn’t ask. “This is a bad idea for sure. I do have you though, right buddy?” 
 
    His tone, my tone, is snippy. “Yeah, yeah, I’m here to protect you. That’ll work out. I barely got this body and you’re going to get it ruined already.” His words are petulant, but I can tell he is with me on this. 
 
    “If something happens, I’ll just buy you a new one. Promise.” His ire subsides and he quiets down as we walk through the streets.  
 
    We’re heading north through midtown and toward the section of the city where the nobles and wealthy live. When we got to the gate that separates the two, the guards took one look at my guide and step aside. Apparently, they know him. They don’t even look at me really, just accompanying him is all they need to know. Is it because of who he is or is it because of who he serves?  
 
    It matters not at this point. We’re through and the grizzled soldier leading me keeps heading north a few streets before turning left. This part of town is clean and there are meticulously cared for trees along the sidewalks for decoration. Not really many shops here but there are smaller condo style homes along the main streets. when we turn the houses move back from the street and have bigger and bigger yards the farther that we go.  
 
    We come to a stop in front of one of the bigger homes on the street as far as I can tell. There is a ten-foot-tall wrought-iron fence surrounding the property and the gate has two guards looking out from the inside. They step up to the bars and peer out at us. “He came?” says the guard on the left. It was more of a question really with disbelief lacing his voice. 
 
    “Just open the gate,” my escort tells him. The guards jump at his order and start pulling it open. 
 
    Then we are moving past the guards and into the manor proper. The path that leads from the street is gravel, and halfway between the front door and the gate, it splits to circle a fountain. The sculpture in the middle is of a woman pouring water out of a pot into the base of the fountain. Pretty normal except for one thing, she was wearing a slave collar. Walking around the rather tasteless art on display, I quietly simmer. 
 
    When we get to the door and walk into the large house, I barely notice the décor. I take a few deep breaths to calm myself. They don’t know that I freed the slaves, just that I bought a bunch and won a number more. Got to keep up appearances for this. Calm now, I take in the scenery. We are walking up the large curved staircase that was in the entryway. The banister is made from some well-polished hardwood. 
 
    At the top we head down a hallway until we stand before a large door at the very end. My guide knocks gently on the door. A moment later there is a quiet voice bidding us to enter. The room we walk into is a study. Shelves line the walls with books and to one side is a desk. To the right is a sitting area with plush leather chairs and a coffee table in front of a fireplace. In one of the chairs sits an older man with salt and pepper hair holding a brandy glass. 
 
    “Come, sit.” He says, motioning to a chair nearby. When we sit, he introduces himself. “I am Francis Enlit, and you are Mr. Vol Adare.”  
 
    Trying to look relaxed, I lean back in the chair and meet his eyes as I answer. “A pleasure to meet you, or so I might have said had you not tried to kill me.” 
 
    Lord Enlit lets out a bark of laughter. “Yes, quite regrettable. I must apologize for that. I was given information about you that was incomplete. I hope we can let bygones be bygones.” I remain silent as he takes a drink from his brandy snifter and sets it down. “From what I understand you have been a good customer to my business. You have also proven to be powerful and influential in your own right. I respect that.” 
 
    “That is all well and good, but why is it that you have asked me here?” I try to keep the disdain I feel out of my voice but some of it seeps through. Thankfully this noble seems to think I’m just unhappy regarding his attempted assassination. 
 
    “Again, I must apologize for that unseemly business in the lower district. But you are obviously one to not beat around the bush, as they say. I asked you here today to offer you a business proposition. You have been purchasing a large number of slaves recently. That is good for me. I don’t really care what you need them for, that is your own business, but I would like to offer you a deal.” 
 
    Okay this is getting interesting. “And what sort of things would this entail?” 
 
    “You want slaves and I get them for people. The thing is, there has been a snag in some of my most recent ventures in acquiring more product. In the interests of our mutual benefit I would like to conscript you in helping with a little issue I’ve been having. My men have run into a snag on their last mission to cull the nonhuman villages in Knottwood Forest. I would like you to meet them and assist.” 
 
    The spike of rage at finding the source of the original attack on Efftin is quickly shoved down. Binding that rage in mental chains and burying it deep takes me a moment and a lot of self-control. With the desire to jump across the table and strangle this pompous ass buried for now I respond as should be expected. “And what is in it for me should I agree?”  
 
    A slimy smile splits the face of this human piece of garbage. He thinks he has me by the feinted interest I put into the simple statement. “Why a portion of the product we collect of course. I would even offer you first chance to buy out those additional slaves you wish to have. All I need from you is to help locate them and lead the force of soldiers I send with you to the nonhuman residents of the forest.” 
 
    “So why do you think I can help you with this little problem of yours?” That was the thing that had me wondering.  
 
    “I have many sources of information in the city and some of the things they have said interest me. You are a mage, adept at Spatial magic. With something like that I believe you could locate the group we are looking for. If nothing else, you should be able to escape capture to report back to the soldiers should you encounter resistance. Then you can lead my men right to them.” 
 
    Ah, that makes sense. He wants me to walk into where his men disappeared and find out what happened. And if I should also disappear? Then oh well, no skin off his back. Still, I have to play the role, for now. I pretend to think about it. “What are we talking here when it comes to my share?” 
 
    Lord Enlit pretends to think about it. He is a good actor, but I doubt this conversation would have happened if he hadn’t already thought through what he was willing to offer. “How about one in ten, and you get first choice?” 
 
    The anger rattles its cage at thinking of people as mere objects to be bartered and I struggle to remain calm. Thank you acting ability for keeping the turmoil I feel off of my face. “I’ll think about it. I’ll have an answer for you in a few days.” 
 
    Enlit’s face betrays his discontent for a moment only before the mask of civility comes down on his features once more. “I look forward to hearing from you.” With that clear dismissal he nods to the man that brought me here. I nod to my host and stand to follow the severe man from the study.  
 
    Once we get past the gate he stops and turns to me. “If it’s acceptable, I will leave you here.” 
 
    With a nod from me the man, who I still didn’t get the name of, turns and heads back to the mansion. At this point I thought about touring the noble part of town. Despite having this rare opportunity, I do have responsibilities. The cooldown for Spatial Door is almost up, and there is a group of people who need a ride. Turning south, I make my way to the gate between the sections of the city, and eventually back to the Pony. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Walking through the door to my inn I see a few people here. About half of them I recognize from my trip to the Adventurers Guild. The guy I used Burning Palm on is even here. When he sees me looking, he gives a respectful nod and turns back to drinking with his friends. John wasn’t lying about the influx of new patrons. I’m still not sure as to why though.  
 
    Making my way over to the bar John gets my attention with a wave of the rag he was using to polish glasses. I step up to the bar and he walks up. “What is going on John?”  
 
    He nods his head to the back of the room. There at a table in the corner sitting alone is Marcus. looking at John with a raised eyebrow gets him to elaborate. “He came in a little while ago and wants to talk to you. He said it was important.”  
 
    Marcus was just here not too long ago so I’m confused as to why he would need to come back. Couldn’t he have talked to me before? He will just have to wait a little while. There are people waiting for a new lease on life and the time is now. “Tell him I have something to do downstairs and I’ll be back up to join him soon.” John puts the rag down and walks off. Taking out a piece of paper I write a short note to Grondar and my girls. It asks Grondar to get the new residents settled in and lets the girls know that I’ll be back late tonight. 
 
    Back in the basement with the former slaves I explain to them the process. There are 20 people here; mostly dwarves with a couple beastkin races mixed in. There is one elf in the group, and I hand him the note I wrote, since he spoke for most of the people waiting to leave the city. A minute and 500 MP later, there is a glowing door in the cellar. All of the former slaves slip through to Thunderbird’s Roost without issue. 
 
    When I get back to the table where Marcus is at ten minutes has passed. “What brought you back after our earlier meeting Marcus?” I ask as I sit across from him.  
 
    He makes a humming sound in the back of his throat as if contemplating his answer. “I spoke to someone and he wants to meet you. After everything you have done for this little resistance, he felt it was time to speak with you in person.”  
 
    “And this would be the person you really work for then?” It was just a guess, but ever since I met the spy, I wondered with whom his allegiances really lie. I get a nod in return though. Well, one good thing is that he definitely isn’t working for Francis Enlit. Since I already saw him once today Marcus must be working for someone other than the slave master himself.  
 
    A frown flits across the plain looking man’s face, but only for an instant. “Yes, it would. Is that a problem?” 
 
    I give that a think and find that I’m curious about who it is but not overly worried. Marcus has been helping the anti-slavery movement for longer than I, and he was helpful to me last time I was here. “No, there isn’t.” Though I’m curious as to why he doesn’t just say who it is, I feel like Marcus or whoever he answers to is not a danger to me. 
 
    “Good. Let’s go then.” All business, he stands and leads me back out of the inn. Having just returned a few minutes ago I’m finding it a little annoying to be dragged back out again. Another ale was calling to me. My curiosity as to the man behind the spy keeps me from saying anything though. For the third time today, I find myself walking the main road going north and south. Before we get to the gate Marcus veers off to the right and I follow along.  
 
    At first, I thought we were heading somewhere in midtown, but Marcus leads us right to the wall between the different sections of the city. Before I can say anything Marcus steps up to a nearby house and uses a key to unlock a cellar door. Swinging it open he lets me in and closes it behind us. Resigning myself to watch and see where all this is going, I stay silent.  
 
    “I hope I don’t need to say this but just in case, this passage remains a secret. In fact, this whole trip never happened. Got it?” 
 
    “Got what? I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Good,” Marcus says before turning away. Walking up to one of the walls he starts poking around at the bricks, muttering to himself the whole time like he is counting. A moment later one of the bricks slides into the wall, but nothing else happens. Marcus steps away then and goes to the opposite wall. With his toe he pushes in another stone near the bottom of the wall. There is a clicking sound behind me and my guide walks over to the wall behind the wooden steps we entered through. 
 
    Marcus leans his weight against the wall, and it gives. A door shaped section moves inward with only the slightest scraping sound. Without a word to me he steps into the dark hallway beyond. Shrugging my shoulders to no one I conjure a Light Orb and follow. Silently thinking about our direction, I realize the tunnel is taking us under the wall between sections of the city. 
 
    When the tunnel we’re following dead ends the spy reaches over and pulls a lever before yanking on a handle in front of us. This side is a mirror image of the basement we just came from. Leaving the underground room, I look around and find us behind some businesses. The buildings are of better construction making it obvious that my guess was correct. We have passed through to the noble section of town without prying eyes to witness it. 
 
    We don’t stop here, though, and Marcus continues to lead me through the streets, but this time, we’re taking back alleys and any small streets that avoid the bigger ones. Someone wants this to remain a secret visit to wherever we are going. Not that it wasn’t obvious already by the secret passage or anything. Eventually, after much zigzagging around through the multitude of roads we come to another wall. Looking around I don’t see any kind of underground entrance.  
 
    “Over here,” Comes the whisper/yell from Marcus. He is standing by the wall. No way would they create a secret entrance right into the wall, I think.  
 
    Turns out, I was completely correct, and Marcus was standing next to it to catch a rope. The buildings in this area are tall and, though they don’t get too close to the wall, they obscure what happens next. Climbing the wall with the help of the rope makes me infinitely more thankful for the extra strength I recently added to my physical stats. “Where are we going?” My urgent tone doesn’t persuade Marcus or the young man who tossed the rope to us to answer.  
 
    Marcus just puts a finger to his mouth and gives me a quiet shushing sound. The young man—who is in an all-black uniform of some sort—just shrugs noncommittally and starts collecting the rope. So, I follow Marcus some more. I know what section of the city I’m in, the only one I haven’t seen before; the castle.  
 
    Having heard that the king is the one that instituted the slavery laws I figure there must be someone high up that is working against him and that is who Marcus works for. Either that or I misjudged the spy. Not exactly outside the realm of possibility, him being a spy and all. Just in case, I review the spells I had armed and waiting for release. It was a difficult choice this morning when we were getting ready, but I decided to focus on defense. 
 
    Currently two of the spots have Mana Barrier armed. One has Stasis and another is loaded with Phase. On the next available spot Dragon’s Breath gives me a good bit of offense for the situation that might call for a little more violence. In my last available armed spell slot, I try something new. From the way I understand it I can summon my familiar from anywhere with the spell I have. Before, I thought I needed to dismiss Thia first, but the description doesn’t preclude that. This way I can call for backup if needed.  
 
    The mental review happens as we stroll through the garden on this side of the huge castle before us. Other than the armed spells I have on hand Fuar is with me. So far, I don’t think Marcus has any clue that my odd-looking metal hat is a sentient being with some ability to defend me. Getting to the side door we were walking toward I start to get nervous. Marcus is no longer trying to avoid being seen and just waltzes on up.  
 
    A human woman in a maid’s outfit opens the door before we get there, and my heart jumps into my throat. I don’t know why I’m so on edge but the general mood of our trek through the city was one of nonchalant stealth. It all changed abruptly when we got past the last wall and I’m having trouble reconciling. The woman that sees us smiles to Marcus and holds the door open. That’s it.  
 
    Thoroughly confused by this whole trip I just trudge along behind the spy. The halls are all ornate, with alcoves containing sculptures, lush carpets covering the stone floor and magical lights fixed to hanging chandeliers. Getting deeper and deeper into the castle of a man who has allowed the enslavement of goddess knows how many people is playing havoc with my mind. Conspiracy theories fly through my mind and a train of horrible ways to die follows.  
 
    Imagination running amuck, I stop in front of a door with two guards there. These are far better armored than the ones I have seen around town. They are outfitted in full plate of a metal that is a dark grey in color. Their whole sets are trimmed in gold. “No weapons.” The left one says that.  Looking down to see what they are talking about I notice my dagger. The staff is in its bracelet form and looks like a plain band of metal with the Hide Item talent from my specialty.  
 
    The dagger on my hip also looks very plain but is still a dagger, so I pull it out of the sheath and hand it over. Not a big deal really. There is another trick I have for when we enter the room. As soon as the door is closed, I use the Return ability that my Bonding specialty gave me. With a hand behind my back the dagger goes unnoticed when it appears, only for it to disappear again into my storage. 
 
    Beyond the door is a short hallway or antechamber. This leads into a study with a few armchairs and a small table in between. A middle-aged man is pacing off to one side. He is wearing a really nice-looking tunic and tights. This person, apparently the person I’m here to see, looks like he is seriously stressed out and in need of a break. 
 
    When he notices our entry, he stops pacing and gives us a tired smile. “Marcus, I’m glad you made it so quickly. Is this the man you were telling me about?” At this he gives me a look as my guide answers. 
 
    “Yes, Your Highness.” The tone is respectful and not his normal monotone. This fact distracts me enough that I don’t immediately catch the content of his response. When my churning mind catches up, adrenaline spikes through my body. The bracelet on my arm slides into my hand, extending and expanding to tis full length as I back up to the wall. Getting into a defensive position I release an armed Mana Barrier for protection and aim my staff at his highness.  
 
    Marcus the spy, the betrayer, steps between me and the king. “Hold on, there, Vol; this isn’t what you think.” Fuar stirs a little on my head, preparing to act in case things escalate. In my head I can feel his agitation to match my own.  
 
    Pausing for a moment I don’t release any attack magic yet, but there is a forked lightning charged and held, ready for release at any moment. My new fire spell is also armed and ready for release in an instant. I bet that would be a surprise. “What the hell is this?” That is the only thing I can think to say which expresses the utter confusion I feel.  
 
    Marcus opens his mouth to talk but the king steps up and beats him to it. “Please calm down. I know what you probably heard but there is more to the whole thing than most know. Can you please just give me a chance to explain it all?” He raises his hands to prove he doesn’t have a weapon on him. “I could have called the guards.” He says it with a raised lilt at the end, almost like a question.  
 
    I really want to hate the guy, but I know how little I actually understand about the political situation in the kingdom. Plus, since he’s nonthreatening, it doesn’t help the whole grudge-holding thing. The spy who led me here gets a chance to talk next. “I know we haven’t known each other for long but have I given you any reason not to trust me?” 
 
    “Other than leading me to the king without warning, no. Still, you want to talk then we all sit, on opposite sides of that table and I get to keep my staff out.” Marcus doesn’t look happy about me staying armed, but the middle-aged king nods in agreement and takes a seat, followed shortly by the spy who led me here. Walking around slowly, with my eyes on the other two the entire time I take my own seat across from them.  
 
    The chair I sit in has thick pads covered in a rich red leather. It’s comfortable but makes it hard to sit without leaning back. With my staff still in hand and on the edge of the chair to allow for quick movement I watch the other two. Marcus watches me, too, but the king is looking over at my staff. “Quite impressive. Would it be out of line to ask where you got that weapon of yours? And where did you draw it from? I didn’t see you pull it out of a bag or anything.”  
 
    Taking my eyes off Marcus I look to the king. “At this point Your Majesty, I think it best we get on with the explanation.”  
 
    “Fair enough. So, first of all, I am the king of Plora, as you know, and my name is James Harin Dorsey the third. Feel free to call me James when we’re in private though. I bet you’re wondering why I wanted to meet you in this setting?” Looking around briefly at all the bookshelves with leather bound reading material I have to agree, and nod to him. “Marcus here has been helping me do what I can for those that suffer under my rule.” 
 
    James takes a big breath, and when he speaks again, he looks older and stressed, like he did when we first entered. “I never wanted to approve those slavery laws, but when I first took over after my father died I had very little support. While I was taking care of my father in his increasing infirmity Lord Enlit was scheming, gathering support for his own agenda.” 
 
    With the mention of Enlit I perk up to the story. “Shortly after the coronation he approached me. The most powerful noble houses had backed him in his desire to legalize slavery. Later, they forced me to enact the laws, which turned all non-human residents into slaves. They were reinforced with a campaign of disinformation that made many of the nobles think they were in danger of losing their businesses to non-humans.” 
 
    This is all starting to sound rather similar to many a propaganda campaign I read about in Earth’s past. Still, he is the king, what gives? “You’re the king though, how can they force you to do anything?” 
 
    James glances at Marcus, and then back at me. “I guess you don’t know how the military works then. There is a force of highly trained men, like the ones you saw on your way through the castle, that are completely loyal to the crown. The rest of the kingdoms military is maintained by the nobles, the more they have in way of land and people the larger the force they are required to maintain.” 
 
    “And with all of the bigger noble houses backing Lord Enlit you feared a coup. Worse than that, a possible civil war.” I’m starting to catch on here.  
 
    “That is right. I’m not the unprepared youth I was back then though. I have been working on a few of the larger noble houses to secure their support in secret. That, along with all the smaller houses and I’m just getting to a point where I can get out from under Enlit.” James shakes his head and sighs loudly. “I don’t think it’s going to matter at this point.” 
 
    I was just getting excited that some of the injustices I see around this city might be getting fixed. “What would stop you from doing what you want then?”  
 
    Marcus is the one to speak this time. “The Empire of Light. They have a diplomat here to negotiate Plora’s integration into the empire.”  
 
    James nods to Marcus and then elaborates. “This empire worships the god of light and is prejudiced against all races other than humans. They are basically like what Plora is today, but they have been that way for generations. Their borders are close to the only pass through the eastern mountains big enough to facilitate troop movements.”  
 
    “Are you worried about the possibility of attack during the fallout should Enlit decide to fight your little reverse coup?” That gets a little chuckle from him, but the amusement falls away quickly. 
 
    “Worse than that actually.” The king motions toward Marcus. “My master spy has informed me that the emissary of the empire is meeting with Enlit regularly. I’m pretty sure that he is done playing the power behind the throne and is working to turn over the kingdom to the empire. Undoubtedly, he will be granted the position of regent in my place for his efforts. With the forces that he and those supporting him control he could make it, so the empire walks in with little resistance just by doing nothing.” 
 
    The king makes an angry grunting sound and stands up. While I was drawn in by his story, I had let my guard down. The sudden motion startles me, and I pull the staff a little closer. There was no need to worry though. The king just walks around the chair he was sitting in and begins his pacing like before we arrived. “I politely declined his offers and counteroffers. I tolerated that bigoted weasel of a man for days now as he ranted about the dangers of racial mixing. All for nothing because of that…” 
 
    There was more as James paced and ranted about this Empire of Light and the head of house Enlit. Ignoring it, I start thinking of what options we have. There has to be something that can be done to prevent this from happening. Crazy ideas with almost no chance of success flit through my mind until it landed on one that has merit. The king mentioned a pass. A bottleneck could make defense of the kingdom possible. “What about the pass? Can we hold it against the empire?” 
 
    Shaking his head, the king continues pacing. “Without the troops from the nobles Enlit controls we wouldn’t be able to hold. On top of that, we would be vulnerable should Enlit move against me here. Then it would be pointless to defend the nation since Enlit would just hand it over after I’m gone.” 
 
    “James!” I call to the king. The tone of my voice gets through his ranting and he stops. “What if I was able to help arm your troops and fortify the pass to make it possible for your men to push back any attack. As long as we make it too costly to take the kingdom it should be an effective deterrent.” 
 
    He nods along with my proposal but shakes his head in denial at the end. “There is still the threat of Enlit here though.” 
 
    The plain looking master spy has something to offer here. “My agents and I have determined which of the nobles will back Enlit, so we know whom to worry about. If we can protect the country without their soldiers, then I have a way to prevent an attack from within.” 
 
    We both perk up at this point. The king even takes a seat once more as he looks to his co-conspirator. The biggest smile spreads across Marcus’ face. It’s a little creepy, though it just might be because I never see any expression there. “We kidnap them.” His answer doesn’t really fill me with enthusiasm though. Seeing our expression, he rolls his eyes. HE ROLLS HIS EYES. What is happening here. “Kidnap, arrest for espionage, whatever.” 
 
    Now it’s James’ turn to get the evil smile on his face. “Perfect. That would even give me the excuse to execute them if their armies advance on the capitol. Then they can’t try to overthrow my rule unless they lose their leader, negating the whole purpose. We need to do the arresting quietly so we can get everyone and only the most trustworthy will be assigned to guard the political prisoners. Even then we need to have your spies watching in case of treason.” 
 
    Marcus nods along with the details as James rattles everything off to him. “Of course, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Turning back to me the king changes the subject a little. “Are you sure you can make this a viable course of action with what you proposed?” At my affirmation he carries on. “So, what would you want in return for all of this?” 
 
    Damn. He catches me off-guard with that. Politics are still new to me and I should have thought of this before, but I didn’t. What do I want in return? Other than the freedom of all the slaves in this kingdom. “Peace.” Marcus and James both look back at me waiting, blinking without understanding. Oh yeah, they don’t really know anything about Thunderbird’s Roost or my relation to it. 
 
    Not really seeing any way around it, I tell them about the town, and the threat from the vampires who recently revealed themselves. Then I get in on what I want for my help. “I want there to be a peace agreement between the budding city-state that is Thunderbird’s Roost and the kingdom of Plora.” 
 
    The king nods along. “Not a problem as long as I’m in power, but what about a trade agreement?” He has a good point but considering the current stigma humans come with I think opening trade routes might be a little premature. 
 
    “Maybe in the future. For now, I just want a guarantee that there will be no hostile action toward Thunderbird’s Roost or its citizens. This includes all slaving runs into the forest. Actually, let’s also include the total abolishment of slavery as a legal institution throughout the kingdom.”  
 
    James frowns when it comes to the slavery thing, which confuses me a little. Wasn’t this what he wanted? I thought he said he didn’t want to approve the laws in the first place. It looks like he is in pain as he tells me his thoughts. “Though I agree with you and want to do exactly that, there is the matter of those that purchased slaves already. If I just say they all need to be released immediately there is going to be a lot of pushback.” 
 
    “What are you going to do with the nobles that you plan to arrest?” My question brings the king up short. He takes a moment to seriously think about it.  
 
    “We can’t execute them for treason or else there will be nothing to stop others from trying to escape, or worse.” After another moment of thinking he seems to have an idea. “They can be exiled! That way it would also give them an incentive not to cause trouble unless they want to risk being executed for treason instead.” 
 
    “That works. And all the property from the nobles being exiled can be used to pay off slaveholders.” James still doesn’t look convinced. “I know this isn’t going to be easy, but the longer you hold off the harder it’s going to get to handle it. Better to take care of all of it now during the whole operation and with the threat of foreign invasion so people don’t focus on it while they have other things to worry about.” 
 
    Through my rambling James and Marcus look at each other. There is something that passes between them in their brief unspoken conversation. With a nod to each other, the king presents a counteroffer. “Do you really think we can defend against the invading empire?” I nod. “Then in return I will provide you with a party of my own royal guards to help you against the vampire problem you have. In return you need to marry my daughter.”  
 
    His face is so serious that it stops the immediate response I have, which is to laugh uproariously in his face. His words seem facetious, but his tone is serious. Then it hits me. Where I’m from political marriages aren’t really a thing anymore, but this is a feudal government. That kind of thing was commonplace in feudal societies back on Earth, and the children of nobles were practically traded like livestock. 
 
    Still, I had to ask to make sure. “You’re serious? Your daughter? I don’t think that is a good idea. I already have three women who love me and that is already more than I can handle. I didn’t even know you had a child.” 
 
    James looks to the secret agent next to him and gets a nod to confirm my story. Turning back to me the king shrugs. “That is my offer, take it or leave it. Let me tell you this. I want you to take her with you either way. She isn’t a human though she looks very similar. Her mother and I met before my father passed and we kept our relationship secret, especially after I was forced into passing those damned laws. Her mother is a fey woman, a race called Magicia.” 
 
    The surprise at this revelation is immense. The king has a love child with a nonhuman woman, and he trusts me enough at this point to tell me. He continues to explain the history of his daughter as I listen in and Marcus gets up to leave the room. “Her name is Gabrielle and I want her to leave with you. First, it’s a way to seal our deal that is not so easy to break as our verbal word. Secondly, I don’t want her around here when everything is happening. I won’t force you to take her as your first wife, but you definitely need to marry.”  
 
    Shaking off the weirdness I feel at this whole thing I delay and then change the subject. “I will need to discuss this with the others. For now, we should get a few things straight. What volume of Mana Crystals do you have to offer? They will likely be needed in the defense of the pass. I can provide some but the more the better.”  
 
    The king gives me a sidelong glance and I can tell he sees through to my discomfort. He goes along with it for the moment though. “There are a few mines that provide that resource, and we store away a good amount in case the need to arm conscripts comes up. I can start stockpiling it though.” 
 
    “So, where is this pass so I can take a look at it and upgrade it for defense?” I pull out the map I keep with me and pass it to the king.  
 
    He looks it over and then leans forward, pointing to a section of the mountains directly east of where we are now. “It’s right here.” As I see where he indicates I can feel a shift in my system map. It’s odd how I can feel the update go through even though I’m not looking at the system generated map that is part of my status now. Then James pulls out a stone and hands it to me. It looks like quartz and there are lines clearly indicating it is enchanted. “This communication stone is linked to mine already. Just place a drop of blood on it to attune it to you.” 
 
    Doing so, I prick my finger with my dagger, pulled from storage, and let a drop land on the stone. It soaks in and the whole thing glows briefly. “Good,” says the king. “Now, when you want to talk to me just hold the stone and think of me. My stone will notify me, and I’ll answer when I can. This way we can coordinate our defense. Marcus tells me you have a means for moving great distances, so let me know when you need the royal guard to take on the vampire stronghold.” 
 
    Well that is a relief. Plus, now I know there is a means for long distance communication in this world. I feel I should warn the king of my earlier meeting with Enlit at this point. Explaining the conversation that we had makes the king give us that evil smile again. “Why are you so happy about this James?”  
 
    He lets out a bark of laughter. “This is perfect. I was worried about getting close to Enlit in order to arrest him. This is the perfect opportunity. In a few days, when you go to meet him, we can make our move. Your audience will be the perfect distraction to sneak a few people in and secure him without bloodshed.” I don’t think it will be that easy, but I don’t want to ruin his good mood at this point.  
 
    Just then the door opens once more, admitting Marcus and two absolutely stunning women. Something is slightly off about them though. As the three of them approach I figured out what was bothering me. They look like tall, pretty human women, one about the age of James and the other around mine, but there is a spell surrounding them. I can feel the mana and how it alters my perception. It’s subtle and only my high WIS stat allows me to notice.  
 
    Alarmed at the possible infiltration while we are talking about sensitive matters, I surreptitiously use Mana Dispersal on them. Their images remain the same for a few seconds as they approach, then they flicker. The sculpted faces of the two women get a confused expression before they both scrunched up in concentration, their advance halted. I can feel more mana moving to support their illusions. I double down in response and push harder on removing the spell. Confusion flits across the older woman’s face before her eyes lock onto me.  
 
    Her smile is unexpected as she stops holding her spell together. “Well, aren’t you the unexpected gem. Gabrielle, you can stop now. No one here is fooled anyway.” Her musical voice is like honey to the ear, but I was concentrating. When she stopped fighting it and the spell fell it was like stepping off a curb you didn’t see. Doesn’t cause you to fall but the drop is unexpected and causes you to stumble. At her words I’m ready for when the younger one releases the spell.  
 
    The two women in front of us look almost exactly the same as before, if not a little prettier. The older woman even seems to lose a few years. Their hair though is definitely not human. The older one has blue hair so bright it may actually be glowing slightly. Her eyes are the same color and remind me a lot of Timbre’s. For the younger woman the hair is a uniform pink with no streaks to indicate that it has been dyed that way with eyes to match. Even their eyebrows match their hair color. 
 
    As all the words sink into my confused brain, I catch the name of the younger one. James said his daughter’s name was Gabrielle. This must be her, and the older one his lover. Marcus and James are looking between us in confusion, but the king quickly recovers. Hopping up from the chair he was sitting in, he steps up to the older woman and embraces her. They have a whispered conversation and there are a lot of glances in my direction.  
 
    Taking the opportunity, I get up from my chair to introduce myself. Holding out my hand to Gabrielle I say, “Hello.” She hesitantly reaches her own hand forward and I shake. “My name is Vol Adare. Nice to meet you Gabrielle.” As we shake, I notice that she and her mother are wearing maid’s uniforms.  
 
    “Nice to meet you Mr. Adare.” Her voice is even sweeter than her mothers. She is overly polite, and I get the feeling she really doesn’t want to be here. Curiosity seems to get the better of her though. “How were you doing that?”  
 
    Dragging my eyes away from her pink ones I glance to the king and her mother. They stopped whispering and also seem interested in my answer. “Well, I have the ability to disperse the mana holding a spell together. When I sensed that mana was obscuring your real appearance from us, I used it. I didn’t know if you were spies or assassins or something else at the time. Sorry if it alarmed you.” 
 
    Her mother continues the conversation at this point as her and James join Gabrielle. “It’s rare that someone can see through our Glamour. It is one of the innate abilities that my race has and I passed on to my daughter. James has informed me about your arrangement, or should I say his demand concerning our daughter?” There is some reprimand in her voice directed to the king, but she doesn’t seem all that put out.  
 
    I feel the back of my neck heat up a little at this point, not sure why but I can’t help it. Gabrielle is admittedly gorgeous, but I have a relationship with three equally amazing women. Still, the heat rises to my cheeks and I plow through anyway. “He was quite insistent about that. It actually puts me in a bind though. I’m currently in a relationship as it is.” 
 
    A dazzling smile from her light pink lips stretches across the older woman’s face. This and the pale white tone of her skin is shared by her daughter. “Three women already I hear?” At this the daughters head whips around from her study of me to look at her mother. She opens her mouth to protest but her mother continues, raising a hand to silence Gabrielle. “My name is Klyra and it is a pleasure to meet you Vol Adare.” We shake hands and Gabrielle simmers in outrage.  
 
    “There are a few things you should know about my daughter.” She tells me when she takes back her hand. “First of all, Magicia are a magical race that requires mana to survive. Not really an issue most of the time since we generate our own. As a hybrid, Gabrielle also needs mana to survive, but her mana doesn’t work. She needs the mana of a human and hers is tainted by her fey heritage. This means you will need to feed her some of your own every so often.”  
 
    Opening my mouth to ask how that is done she beats me to it. “She can show you how, it’s a simple process. Just so you know, Gabrielle has never shown a desire to fight but we have been teaching her how to run a country since James hopes that she will be able to rule Plora one day. I believe she could be of great assistance to you in that way. Now I have convinced James to not make it a strict commitment from you to marry her, but I will insist that you consider it.”  
 
    This is a big relief. Now I don’t have to explain to Azzaria, Thia and Timbre how I got engaged while I was away. Though the later probably wouldn’t care. Klyra isn’t done yet though. “Other than that, you still need to take her with you and speak with your other mates about possibly including her. This is still up to her on whether to move forward with any kind of relationship, but I insist you two get to know one another.” Her voice gets stern on that last part. She also stares meaningfully to her daughter.  
 
    Klyra grabs Gabrielle’s arm after my nod of agreement and ushers her to the side. A moment later they are animatedly talking to one another, but a spell prevents me from hearing. There is a lot of arm waving from Gabrielle and her mother calmly responds to what is obvious shouting. James stands next me and watches the show too. Eventually something her mother says causes the younger fey to deflate and nod. She doesn’t look happy, just resigned.  
 
    Great. It looks like I’ll be dealing with a disgruntled woman for a while. I start planning at that point. Ways to get away from her, ways to distract her, anything to avoid the beautiful woman’s ire. Can’t go back to TR just yet, since it will be late before the cooldown on Spatial Door is up. Well, I guess there is only one real way to deal with this for now.  
 
    James’ voice brings me out of my thoughts. “You have a way to contact me now, so I think it is best we part ways here.” Then he walks over and meets his daughter with a warm hug that lingers in goodbye.  
 
    Klyra does the same and then surprises me with a hug too. She whispers into my ear when she does. “Take care of my daughter. She is strong willed but gentle too. Treat her right and it will all be fine, no matter what she decides she wants between you two.” Leaning away from the hug as she releases, I give her a skeptical look.  
 
    Marcus heads back to the door we came in from calling over his shoulder to us. “Princess, you should don your disguise again. I will lead you two back to midtown now.” Waiting at that door for Gabrielle to apply her glamour he then walks out. As we follow along, I get a look at her during the trek through the castle’s halls. The effect of her ability softens her features a little while changing the color of her long hair and eyes to a sedate brown shade.  
 
    We get let down the castle wall by rope then take the secret passage back into midtown, the whole way without a word spoken between any of us. The tension between Gabrielle and I is so thick it’s suffocating. Pushing her into interacting with me at this point feels like a mistake though, so I let it stew. When she is ready, she’ll talk to me. Or she won't. 
 
    As soon as we are out of the basement and in midtown, Marcus nods to us and heads off in his own direction. We both stand there for a moment in silence. Sticking to my silence I start walking. Before getting to the more crowded streets I hand over my cloak. Gabrielle is bound to attract some attention with her looks and the fact that she is still wearing a maid outfit. She takes the garment and puts it on before raising the hood.  
 
    Still in silence, we make our way through the streets to the Pony. John and one of the waitresses that is in the common room give me an odd look as I enter with a cloaked figure following behind. With a thought, I pull up the menu for the inn and check the rooms. Finding an open one I step up to the bar. “Hey John, give me the key for room four.” He tilts his head to the side but tosses me the key from under the bar.  
 
    I head in the direction of room four but stop and address the wolf eared woman clearing off a table. She straightens up and I can see she is tall. Perfect. “Do you have an extra dress or something that would fit my friend here?” She looks at Gabrielle and gives her a wide-eyed nod. “Great, go grab it quick and bring it to room four.” I hand her a fist full of silver, “For the clothes.” It was overpayment but I had been rather demanding. Handing the key to Gabrielle I point in the direction of the room. “Go change and you can meet me at the bar.”  
 
    She opens her mouth to say something but seems to think better of it and walks off. Now that we have that taken care of, I go back to the bar and sit. An ale promptly appears before me. With a thankful nod to John I down half of the golden elixir. This whole politics thing is annoying. It’s the whole reason why I have the council to take care of this stuff in TR.  
 
    The second ale is almost gone when someone smelling of flowers with a whiff of ozone takes the stool next to me. It’s Gabrielle and she hands over the cloak. I put it away and give her a look. She is in a simple brown dress that matches her illusionary hair and eyes. It’s nice but not too flashy. John asks us if we want dinner and we both say yes. Then we’re alone as John heads into the back.  
 
    Gabrielle looks nervous, out of place. “I’ve never been in a place like this. What are we supposed to do?”  
 
    Holding up my glass to her I respond. “Eat, drink, talk and have a good time. Nothing to it.” While finishing my ale, I reflect on the natural resistance one gets with increased constitution. Most are good to have but the increase to a person’s alcohol tolerance is inconvenient unless you’re in a competition. “Why don’t we get a table in the back?”  
 
    Emotions flicker across her face too fast to pin down. “What for?” 
 
    “Just in case we want to talk, that way we don’t need to worry about anyone overhearing us.” Understanding dawns in her eyes and we make our way over to the table farthest back in the common room, away from the dwindling dinner crowd. “So, I take it you weren’t happy to be traded off like some sort of livestock. Sorry about that. I know a little about you, but you know pretty much nothing about me. Ask me whatever you want.” 
 
    John comes out with our meal and goes to get us both drinks when the princess tells him she’ll have the same as me. “How about this? My mother said that part of the reason this is happening is so that my father can abolish slavery per your request. If that is the case, then how do you justify owning slaves to run this place?” 
 
    “It does look like I own slaves doesn’t it? Here is a secret for you. None of them are slaves.” She is understandably confused since everyone working here other than John has a slave collar on. Looking around I make sure no one is paying attention, then I lean in a little closer. “Fake collars. Everyone here volunteered to stay on and get paid when I bought the place.” She seems to think it over as we both dig into the stew John brought out.  
 
    When we’re done, I lean back and ask, “So, is this the first time you’ve been out of the castle?” Her face scrunches up at the question. She obviously felt better about this whole talking thing when she was asking the questions and I answered. 
 
    “No. But I’ve never left the city. I have only been out in the market a couple times and that is it.” That seems to be a sore subject to her. Maybe she will lighten up a little once she is out of Riverock and at TR.  
 
    Her turn again; I enjoy the atmosphere in the common room as she thinks of what to ask. Dinner is finishing up, and there are more adventurers coming into the tavern to drink. Finishing my ale, I hold it up to call for another. “Who are the others?” Gabrielle finally decides on a question. “The women you are with I mean. My mother mentioned them.” 
 
    With nothing to hide, I relate the beginning of my adventures on Herst. I don’t leave out that I’m from another world either. I do leave out Gwydia for the moment though. She listens to my story from arriving here to shortly after Azzaria found me in the woods. “And later both Thia and Timbre took an ability that allows them to transform into humanoid forms.”  
 
    We continue to talk back and forth a little and I can tell Gabrielle is getting more comfortable because the frown leaves her face more and more. Then again, we’ve had a few drinks so it could be that. Whatever the case is I’ll take it. It’s supremely odd to me that I hardly know this woman but already her parents wanted me to marry her. Attempting to ignore that oddity I try to keep the conversation light.  
 
    Late into the night things get a little rowdy. With many of the adventurers fortified with drink they get a little loud. There is an argument at a table near us and from what I can tell it’s good natured ribbing. Apparently, the group at that table has a new member, and they are treating him like a baby. Just some male group hazing for the new guy really. The new guy has had a lot to drink and is getting a little belligerent though.  
 
    “Screw you guys,” he slurs. “I’m tougher than I look.” He is a whipcord thin man that is obviously built for speed. Still, he has some medium armor on and a sword at his hip.  
 
    “You think so? I bet that mage over there could take you in a fight.” I look over and catch sight of someone I recognize pointing right at me.  
 
    What the hell is this? Catching my eye, the adventurer who spoke gives me a wink. He is the man who confronted me the last time I was at the adventurers’ guild here in Riverock. The same one I hit with Burning Palm. Is this some sort of revenge for the last time we met. I thought we were all good when we left. Then I take a look at the guy he is egging on and realize the joke isn’t on me, it’s on him.  
 
      
 
    Porter: Male Human, Level 13, Swordsman, HP: 100%. 
 
      
 
    With a little liquid courage in him the taunt from his buddy is all it took. Porter gets up on wobbly legs and heads over to our table. I get up and meet him halfway so that Gabrielle doesn’t get dragged into it. Porter isn’t a high level, but he is still a physical class. But I have a few tricks up my sleeve. With the gear and the buffs that I have, it’s hardly a fair fight. I even tac on a Stone Skin spell as I got up. I’m not drunk but I’m definitely feeling the alcohol, but he is way worse off than I.   
 
    I was going to give the guy a break and warn him that he was being set up, but he had to go and say something stupid. “I’m going to bust you up then talk to that pretty little thing you were sitting with. Bet she wouldn’t mind the company of a real man.” Did I really just hear that. What kind of chauvinist bunghole has this guy been sucking on? 
 
    “Real man? Pfft, I’ve met plenty of ladies that could lay you out flat.” Oddly enough my statement actually sobers him up a little and gives him pause for a moment. Maybe he knows plenty of women like that too. In this world women can be just as strong as anyone with just the placement of their SP upon leveling.  
 
    The clarity is soon lost from his eyes as he looks over my shoulder to my table. “Doesn’t change the fact that I’m about to put you out and talk up your woman.” Without waiting any longer, he rears back and punches me—or, he tries to. Despite not being a physical fighter, his sloppy blow is easy to dodge just by moving my head to the side.  
 
    The two active brain cells in his head must have shorted out for a second, because when he pulls his hand back, he looks at it confusedly. I can practically read the question on his face. Recovering after a long second of staring, he tries again. This time he goes for the bigger target and punches a leather gloved fist into my stomach. This one I let land. Okay, it did hurt, but it wasn’t that bad. At least it wasn’t for me. When he pulls back this time, he shakes his hand. 
 
    At this point I kind of pity the guy again. I can let go of what he said because he is drunk and I’m feeling pretty good myself. “Hey buddy. Let’s just get another drink and forget this happened, alright?” My words only seemed to anger him more. What can you do though, drunk guys be drunk guys, right?  
 
    Porter takes a couple more shots at my chest and stomach with little effect. Then he surprises me though. After a quick jab at my face, that I dodged, a kick nails me in the side of my knee. The blow forces the leg to bend and takes me down to a knee. Before I can recover another jab tags me in the side of the head. That one hurt. Getting back to my feet I catch John coming around the bar in our direction, but I waved him off and he stops.  
 
    Shaking my head to clear it, I retaliate. Taking a mostly ineffective punch to the chest I swing for the fences. Never one with a talent for physical combat I’m sure it was sloppy, but it was still backed by my 20 strength, 25 thanks to my equipment. The left cross over I attempt landed on his shoulder and forced him to stumble. Porter quickly gets an arm up to protect his face, but he doesn’t see the follow-up shot—a right uppercut. 
 
    It’s never like in the movies when you knock a guy out. My fist hit to the side of his chin and the glancing blow twisted his head to the side. He takes a step to catch himself and then he just kind of folds up, collapsed on the floor in a pile. I look around, still in fight mode for a split second. Dropping my hands, I see one of the guys he was with, coming to collect his friend.  
 
    The guy who instigated the whole thing steps up next to me and pats me on the back. “Good work. He needed a nap to sleep it off, anyway. Come have a drink with us—and bring your girl, too.” Then he goes back to their table. 
 
    Back at my table Gabrielle seems to have perked up more. When she hears about the invitation, she doesn’t look excited. When I tell her that they sort of knew me and that whole thing was kind of a joke on their new guy she reluctantly agreed. The rest of the night was spent drinking with the rowdy adventures. I even waved the room charge for their unconscious buddy. It was an all-around good time.  
 
    It took a little time and a few more drinks but Gabrielle even got into the mix eventually. She didn’t reveal anything about herself to the others, but I found she had a quick wit and a wicked sense of humor. When the cooldown on my spell was up, I bade the guys a drunken goodbye and took Gabrielle’s hand in mine. I wasn’t alone in my inebriation either. The both of us stumbled into the kitchen and I waved off a wolfkin man that was about to help us.  
 
    Walking down the stairs into the basement I lean the both of us against a wall as I start casting. The cast for Spatial Door is long—and much longer when you’ve been drinking. My mind keeps wandering during the cast, returning to that last date I had with Thia. It’ll be good to sleep in the bed with all three of my girlfriends though. When the cast finishes and the glowing doorway appears, I walk forward pulling on Gabrielle’s hand as I do to make sure she follows.  
 
    On the other side of the portal my foot lands on empty air, causing me to tip forward and fall. Still holding her hand, Gabrielle gets dragged along with me. Cold water meets me where the ground should be. Splashing around in confusion for a second I gather my wits and surface. The impact of startlingly cold water sobered me up almost instantly. Now above water I get a look at what happened. In front of me is the dock and my portal is hovering at the very end.  
 
    After a few seconds of treading water and holding up Gabrielle—who has never swum before—the door closes. Helping the woman up first, I flop onto the dock next to her afterward. It takes a moment, but I figure out what happened with my aim. Spatial Door requires me to focus on the location I want to arrive at when I cast it. My wandering thoughts redirected it to here, where I sat with Thia during our date.  
 
    “Oops. Sorry about that. Next time I better cleanse the alcohol from my system before trying to use Portals.” I give Gabrielle a sheepish look. 
 
    “Ya think?” She doesn’t say it, but the ‘you idiot’ is apparent in her tone. Shivering and pissed off at me, the princess gets up and starts walking back to shore. Quickly getting to my feet I follow her. Then I lead her back to the keep. Along the way I remember a few mornings recently that weren’t a pleasant start to the day. In an attempt to get ahead of it I cast Cure on both of us. It took a couple tries but I finally got the spells off through my scattered and weary mind. Gabrielle ignores the courtesy. 
 
    Ignoring the odd looks and stifled laughing from the few guards up at this time I lead us to my suite of rooms, dripping water the entire way. I point to the empty room next to mine. I don’t even say goodnight to the disgruntled woman before entering my room, stripping, and getting in between the covers with the sleeping beauties already there. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    “Who the hell are you?!” Azzaria shouts, yanking me right out of my slumber and dreams of slowly dying worlds.  
 
    It takes a second for my brain to kickstart itself, but I soon have a pretty good idea who she is shouting at. “Damn.” This was going to be awkward no matter what, but a stranger popping out of the room next to us wasn’t going to help one bit. On top of that, the one to pop out is an extremely attractive woman their significant other brought home in the middle of the night. Not good.  
 
     Throwing back the covers, I sprint to the door in a mad dash to stave off disaster. It’s probably already too late but the faster I get there the quicker I can perform damage control. When I get to the door, I push through it and into the living room of the suite. Stopping for a brief moment to take in the situation I see my three lovers standing before Gabrielle in the middle of the room. 
 
    Before I can interpose myself between them Azzaria continues. “I gave the guards specific orders to stop any of you from trying to sneak into Vol’s bed in the middle of the night, and they have stopped more than one. So how did you get in here?” Only Azzaria is armed, but she is pointing her dagger at the princess and jabs it at her a few times with her question to make a point. 
 
    “Whoa now, let’s just dial it back a little.” Between the girls now, I raise my hands up. As I do, I get a good glimpse of Gabrielle. She looked intimidated by Azzaria, but stubborn enough not to back down either. The fact she is in her human disguise probably isn’t helping her defuse the animosity in the room. Turning my gaze back to Azzaria, I say, “I brought her up here.” Azzaria turns he ire, and her dagger, on me at this point. Okay, maybe a little more explanation is in order. 
 
    When Azzaria next speaks there is a clear warning in her voice. “Why?” 
 
    This definitely is not going how I hoped it would. I push on anyway, better to get it out than to let it fester. A little embarrassed at this point with all three looking at me, Gem and Ian have also left their room to watch, I scratch the back of my neck. At least it gave me a moment to think. “Yesterday I had a couple unexpected meetings. First was with the one running all the slave trading in Plora.” 
 
    Azzaria has a look that isn’t happy about where I am going with this. Her curiosity wins out though. Having paused to gauge her reaction, she gives me a ‘go ahead’ motion with her hands to prompt me to continue. “What did he want?” she asks. 
 
    “To recruit me. He heard a little about me and my abilities from his spies and wants me to help capture everyone here. Of course, he doesn’t really know about Thunderbird’s Roost. Lord Enlit wants me to help lead his men to capture the people in the forest that have so far avoided his soldiers until now.” As I’m talking, I take Azzaria by the arm and lead her to the couch. With my other hand I motion for the rest of them to follow. 
 
    “It’s a win-win request for him. Either I help him find more people to enslave or disappear like the others he sent after us and then I’m out of the way. At the end of it, I told him I’d think about it and get back to him in a few days. At that point I wasn’t planning on ever returning there, but then something else happened.” Everyone got a little more alert at the end. “Our friend Marcus was waiting for me when I returned to the inn. He said he had someone that wanted to meet me too.” 
 
    Gabrielle speaks for the first time this morning. “My father.”  
 
    Nodding in acknowledgment I continue the story. “Yes, but you’re getting ahead. Her father, the king of Plora, was the one behind Marcus.” Then I proceeded to tell them the whole conversation we had. Nothing was left out and the tension in the room ratcheted up a notch when it came to the king’s proposal. Gabrielle dropped the glamour as it came to the part about her not being human. I told her that she didn’t need it here in TR, but she still looked a little nervous about it. 
 
    “So, it isn’t necessary that you marry—” There is a pause as Azzaria looks to the princess, “—Gabrielle?” She relaxes only a little when I nod in confirmation. She still doesn’t look very comfortable with the whole deal. “Well, I guess we should welcome you to Thunderbird’s Roost then.” This was directed to Gabrielle. Azzaria at least attempts a welcoming smile. The others in the room do a more convincing job of it though. 
 
    When the introductions are made, Gabrielle waves to get my attention, leans in and whispers. “I’m hungry.”  
 
    “No problem. We’re going to head down and get something to eat in a second.” She starts shaking her head as I talk. “What?” 
 
    She continues to whisper. “Not that kind of hungry.”  
 
    I look at her, confused for a second before it clicks in my mind. I didn’t leave out Gabrielle’s dietary needs during my explanation either, so the others knew what she was talking about. Most of them had really good hearing so her whispering didn’t really conceal anything.  
 
    Azzaria took a calming breath at this point but Timbre and Thia showed no signs of discomfort. They didn’t seem bothered earlier about the possibility of a relationship with Gabrielle either. I just chalked that up to their own beliefs on the matter. Azzaria was the one that reluctantly shared me with the others from the beginning. Since then she has accepted my two companions, and even made me more comfortable with the concept. Still, it was obviously hard for her to allow another person into our close-knit group. 
 
    With another sigh and a nod from Azzaria I get up as Gabrielle leads me to the room she stayed in last night. It was smaller than mine but laid out the same. A full-sized bed sits opposite the door, and to the left are a couple padded chairs, with a small table between them. The pink-haired fey takes a seat on the end of the bed and I sit next to her. We just sit there for a minute as Gabrielle goes through a gamut of emotions, all visible on her face. 
 
    Not knowing anything about the process, I finally prompt her. “So, what now?”  
 
    After a deep sigh and calming breath, she starts talking. “This place is different. I can feel a little mana in the air and, even though it isn’t specifically from a human, it makes the hunger a little more bearable. It isn’t enough though, and it has been a while since I took mana.”  
 
    I had a feeling the king didn’t feed her before she left intentionally so this would be something that happened soon after she got here, but I didn’t interrupt and let her finish speaking. “The process may feel a little … odd. Just hold my hand and try to push your mana to me. I’ll be trying to pull it from you. The more I can get the longer it will be before I need to do this again.” The last part sounded like she would prefer not to have to do this with me at all. “When you are done, just stop pushing mana to your hand and let go.” 
 
    Shrugging, I take her hand in mine and do as she instructed. Creating a channel of mana from my pool to that hand, I feel it get pulled from my body. It was a little draining, but I could also feel a little of her own mana get drawn back to me. It felt good. A little tingling in my hand as it flowed up my arm. It was like the feeling you get when someone intimately brushes your skin, just the lightest of caresses. 
 
    We sat there for a moment, joined through mana. It was taking a long time though, and I had a lot more to give her before we could continue the day. Increasing the flow didn’t do anything at first, then I tried pushing it out of myself at the point she was drawing from. This was met with a gasp from Gabrielle. Finally transferring at a decent clip, I sent a mental note to Thia and drew from her mana reserves as well.  
 
    Thia’s mana passes to me, and as it does, I can tell it has been converted to my own unique signature. It was a worry that she wouldn’t be able to use the mana I drew from my Familiar but that wasn’t a problem. Together, Thia and I gave Gabrielle nearly 3000 mana. By the end of the transfer the woman was clutching my hand tight and breathing in heavy pants. When she opens her eyes, they are glowing a bright, beautiful shade of pink. Her skin also looked healthier, almost glowing.  
 
    It ended shortly after that as I put a lid on my greatly reduced mana reserves. I did notice that the mana that came from her was moving throughout my body though. Watching it didn’t reveal anything and I didn’t have any control over it. I release Gabrielle’s hand, but her grip is so tight, I can’t pull away. Settling in, I wait for her to calm down and release my hand on her own. As I wait, I continue to follow the foreign mana within. Eventually, it finds its way to my mana pool, where it blends in with the little that I have left. This actually replenished a little of what I spent. 
 
    When Gabrielle comes to her senses, she immediately drops my hand. “Wow.” The words seem to have been involuntary since her face turns a color nearly to match her hair. As I watch her, I see the glow in her eyes slowly fade until they are back to normal. “That was a lot of mana.”  
 
    I chuckle a little at that. “Yeah, I do have a rather decent sized pool. Plus, Thia was able to help out and lend me some of hers.”  
 
    The look that comes over her face at first is scandalized as far as I can tell. It slowly shifts to worried and then thoughtful. Before I can ask anything though, she hops up and I follow her back into the living room. She doesn’t appear to want to talk about it, so I just follow along. What else could I do? 
 
    In the living room the others are all waiting for us to join them for breakfast. There’re a few odd looks to Gabrielle but no one says anything. On the way down to get breakfast I ask the girls what I missed while I was gone. Apparently a few more groups of refugees showed up to join us here. According to Ian, the biggest group was actually over three hundred people. Altogether, the new arrivals nearly doubled the population of Thunderbird’s Roost.  
 
    Turns out we don’t have enough housing as of yet either. The overage of people are being housed in the keep and one of the warehouses to the north. The council is handling the issue easily though. The loans are being given for people to buy houses, and now to have them built as well. Bolden will get paid for his work to make more houses so I shouldn’t get any complaints from him either. 
 
    That reminds me, I have messages waiting for me and I bet some of them are in regards to the changes here in TR. Before I can take a look at them, we get to the bottom of the stairs and hear raised voices from the other side of the door. Opening it to the main hall we’re bombarded with a wall of sound. Multiple heated conversations are happening at a full table in the middle of the hall. And nearly everyone is yelling. 
 
    Just on the inside of the door I look to the guards on either side. They both just shrug to my unasked question. Recognizing the chance to make an entrance I use one of my favorite spells, Folded Space. Stepping through to the middle of the table I shout, “What is the meaning of this!” My sudden appearance and the commanding tone I used were enough to end the shouting all around. The silence is deafening after the cacophony that precluded it.  
 
    As I look below me to all the faces around the table, the rest of my group makes their way over. Dolan, Faulst, Bolden, Jerick, and Laurissa from the town council are all present, though I don’t see Enora. Surline and Kernak from the new arrivals are also here. The rest of the individuals staring at me seem to be new and not very happy. The six new people, three male and three female, are glaring at me like I punched their dog or something. 
 
    As usual, Dolan is the one to step up. With a heavy sigh he gestures to the new faces, “These are the representatives of the people that arrived yesterday. We invited them here for breakfast and to discuss a few things regarding the town and housing everyone.” He pauses a moment to eye the six new people. “There have been some disagreements.” 
 
    I smile at the understatement. When I walked in it looked like a few people were close to blows. “Alright, everyone, take a seat and let’s see about that breakfast. Then we can talk about your concerns.” As if summoned by my words, Kyria comes in from the kitchen with platters of food. Maybe she didn’t want to enter the room with all the shouting and had been listening in for a good point to deliver her burden.  
 
    The teen leaves the food on the table and heads off to get more from the kitchen. It looks like pancakes are the fare this morning. Hopping off the table I take my seat at the head, my other party members take their seats to either side of me. Gabrielle draws a few glances from those who know me, and I shake my head. They all nod in return, understanding that this is not the time to ask for details.  
 
    Turning to Dolan, I ask the question that has been burning in my mind since I walked in. “So, what was all the shouting about, Dolan?” One of the newcomers opens his mouth to say something but I raise a hand imperiously to keep him quiet. Surprisingly, it works. 
 
    “It be the same crap as be contested before. They be worried ‘bout ya bein’ in charge ‘round here.”  
 
    “Not you specifically,” One of the women newcomers blurts out. She is a foxkin like Faulst and she blushes a deep shade of crimson at the attention her outburst garners. Of all the people at the table she is probably the youngest, excluding me and those that came in with me. Somewhere in her twenties is her age if I were to guess, and she has a pretty, innocent face with red hair and fur. Uncomfortable, the blushing woman finishes her thought. “The concern is with a human being in charge. We heard that you were human. Are you really?” 
 
    She was rambling a little at the end, but her question thoroughly confuses me. There is a chuckle from Azzaria next to me and she leans in. Her whisper is so low I can barely hear her, but that volume is necessary if she doesn’t want everyone with good hearing to catch what she says. “I think someone likes you.” 
 
    Ruefully shaking my head at my sometimes-mischievous partner’s antics, I address the foxkin’s question. “Yes, I am a human. I thought that was pretty obvious to most though. Have you never seen one before?” The woman who asked continues to blush but has a little bit of a confused look.  
 
    The man next to her, a blue scaled lizard person much like Surline, speaks next. “She has, but you don’t look like the typical human we have seen. Your eyes and hair are colors I have never seen on a human.” That explains a little, but the hair color isn’t usually noticed.  
 
    Azzaria leans in once more. “Since you fed Gabrielle, your hair and eyes are little lighter, making it much easier to see the difference from what they expect of a human.” That revelation was definitely a surprise. Was the mana that got pulled from Gabrielle to blame for the change? Worrying about the changes to myself will have to wait though. Right now, I explain a little to the gathered crowd of new residents. “I’m a little unique compared to most humans. I’m a void human. Let’s not get into that though. Whatever your prejudices with humans, they are going to have to stop now. That goes for everyone.”  
 
    Looking around the table I make eye contact with everyone. “I’m not the only human here, and in the future, there may be more who wish to make a life here or visit. I don’t want to go into any details at the moment but know this: The king of Plora and I have come to an understanding. There are still a few things that need to be done, but soon we won’t have to worry about the neighboring kingdom trying to enslave our people. They may even become allies in the future.” 
 
    There are a lot of emotions displayed by those at the table. Motioning to Gabrielle, I introduce her for a little added shock value. “Everyone, I would like you to meet Gabrielle, princess of the kingdom of Plora.” The response is stunned silence. Introductions follow. The names of the six new people immediately get forgotten. With knowing so many and the Identify skill, I can see how easy it could be to get lazy and just use the skill to get names as I go. 
 
    A little time goes by as everyone asks Gabrielle questions. Letting her answer on her own, I spend the little intermission piling food onto a plate and chowing down. Eventually Gabrielle asks her own question to me. “My father wants me to advise you in matters of leadership, Vol. So, what are you planning to do to guarantee the loyalty of those who are moving here?” This gets the attention of everyone, and they perk up a little. 
 
    She has a good point and I don’t really have any ideas. I could ask everyone to swear an oath to their patron god like Steve, but that seems like overkill. I figure a lot of people would leave should that be required in order to stay. “I don’t have anything that I feel is feasible. Do you have any suggestions?” 
 
    With a dissatisfied expression she explains something valuable. “I assume you have the Lord title since you have control of this area?” At my nod she explains. “With that title people can swear an oath to you. Should they break it, you would be notified, and they would receive a debuff, reducing their stats until they leave your lands. It isn’t foolproof, but it’s effective.” 
 
    After some more discussion we agree on an oath that basically comes down to a promise not to betray me or Thunderbird’s Roost intentionally as long as they are a resident. Should they decide to leave they’re free to do so without violence, and they can’t reveal the location of TR to anyone. It’s simple at the moment, but there are a lot of people to give it to and everyone at the table agreed on it.  
 
    Just as I’m trying to figure out how to get the oath from everyone in TR, IMA speaks into all our minds. “I think I can help with the next part.” There are gasps from some of those that didn’t already know about IMA.  
 
    Speaking out loud for everyone to hear, I ask, “How?’ 
 
    “I can administer the oath to all the citizens, or potential citizens, of Thunderbird’s Roost at once in your stead. It’s probably best that I do it, then inform them that I may relay warnings to them in time of emergencies. This will reduce the number of questions should an actual emergency occur.” How convenient.  
 
    “Please do,” I respond. A moment later and my message icon in the corner of my vision begins flashing with each new message. And it flashes a lot. Ignoring it so that I can deal with them all at a later time, I turn my attention back to the assembled people. Assurances are made that I won’t be enslaving everyone and then the others explain how things work around here. I stopped paying attention after a while, but not before I hear Gabrielle speaking with Dolan about what the council does. 
 
    Having had enough of politics the day before, I begin going through my messages. The first thing I see are messages telling me who has accepted the oath. With a mental command, they all disappear, and the summary tells me 1,271 people have taken the oath. The next messages show me a single level increase to Magnetic Personality and Light Armor Mastery. I guess the little bar fight was worth something. Good news is that I can now wear the armor I have been storing away. 
 
    Getting up from the table I walk around to Jerick. Taking off the bracers I’m currently wearing I hand them to Jerick along with the new padding he created for them. Knowing what I want, he gets to work. It only took him a minute to complete the switch and he hands it back to me. I can’t wait to enchant the new gear and give it a try, but I still have messages to go over. The next three are level-up messages for the town. Each one brings with it another Development Point to use to improve the town. 
 
    There is another message for the town next. This one says that the town, now Level 10, can be improved to a city. There is a catch though. In order to be a city it needs to have a castle, and the Keep isn’t enough. Thankfully there is one more message. 
 
      
 
    Would you like to spend 2 of the 5 available DP to upgrade the Keep into a Castle? 
 
    Yes or No 
 
      
 
    Without waiting another second, I select yes. There is a loud rumbling sound and I realize I should have warned everyone something was going to happen. All the conversations that were taking place come to a screeching halt as a grinding sound can be heard on both sides of the hall. “Sorry everyone. Just a few upgrades. It should settle down in a moment.” I hope.  
 
    The sounds of moving stone get louder for a few seconds and then fade away. Thirty seconds and everything seems to be done. Another message pops up to inform me that the town has been upgraded to a city, and the city has already gained a level. As a city, it looks like I get two DP per level, since I’m back up to 5 available DP, now that the city is Level 2. The question now is what to do with them. First though, we all get up and split into groups to explore the changes that have happened to the keep, now castle. 
 
    Going through the door that was to the right when looking toward the chapel I immediately notice the changes. Where there was a single hallway with suits that the council members were using there is more. The hall is longer, there are more rooms, and there is another hallway that splits this one. Going to the intersection, I turn both ways. The one on the left goes deeper into the mountain and there are more rooms as well as more turns. To the right the hallway goes a little ways and ends in a doorway.  
 
    A little anxious to get to work on my new armor, I take the short hallway. The door opens up into the main entryway of the keep made castle. It’s different than before though. Still lit by glowing mushrooms, they are bigger now, producing more light. The reason for this is the increased size of the room. It’s twice as wide as it once was. Looking around carefully I notice there are more doors than before too. From there I lead my little group, that consists of my party members and Gabrielle, along the balcony we are currently on.  
 
    The door next to the one we came out of leads back into the main hall where we just came from. The one next to that opens into another hall. It has a door to the right and to the left. The right one also leads into the main hall and the left one shows us where the kitchen went. There is also a flustered Hildre and Kyria within the now larger room. After a quick explanation and an apology for not warning anyone, we move on to the only other door there. It leads back onto the balcony next to the stairs. Taking the nearest curved staircase down we continue our quick exploration.  
 
    Overall, the layout was still close to the way it was, only bigger, with more rooms. One other thing that IMA Warned me about was the addition of another dungeon, with its entrance in the same room as the first one. This also prompted a follow up quest to the dungeon clearing one I got in the past. 
 
      
 
    Rising Tide II: There is a growing threat beneath the heart of your domain that must be addressed. Upgrading your town to a city has started the formation of a dungeon underneath the heart of your land. If you do not clear the dungeon soon and bring it under your control, then creatures will spill out to threaten your land. 
 
      
 
    A brief consult with IMA tells me I have over a week to clear the new dungeon before it’s a risk of flooding the city with who knows what. That is good because I have a few things that need to get handled before I can worry about that. Fortifying the pass into Plora from invasion being priority number one. Grondar will need to be informed of the new development and given orders to restrict entrance to the new dungeon until I can claim it. 
 
    Heading back to the main hall we find a group of the staff moving the dining table to the next room. I was browsing the new options for the DP saved up along the way and saw an upgrade for the chapel. Waving at Bolden as he passes, I tell him to bring his students to the chapel now. “The change to the altar may increase the resonance your students have for mana. Something like that happened when we first took control of the Mana Fount.” With a shrug, he changes directions.  
 
    As he heads off, I see Enora come out of the door that leads to the suites. Looking around she spots me and waves me over. “I see you made a few improvements to the keep. Maybe next time you send people to warn everyone in the building ahead of time.” Her tone is reprimanding but she is still smiling. 
 
    A sheepish smile is my answer. “Sorry about that. I didn’t really know what would happen. Good news is that there is more room here in the newly-minted castle, and the town is now officially a city.” 
 
    She nods in return, but her smile leaves her face, and her expression becomes grave. “I wanted to tell you. A few of the people that came in yesterday are from the village we sent Serin and Sarel to. I spoke to them and they were attacked by vampires in the night. Most of the villagers were wiped out and the rest fled. Only five of them made it to a nearby village that soon evacuated and brought them here. Serin and Sarel are not among them.” 
 
    Another whole village gone because of the spreading vampire plague. Still, I won’t be sorry for those traitors even if they no longer remembered betraying us. “Thank you for letting us know. Now, I see Bolden leading the children into the Chapel. I’m about to upgrade it to a temple if you would like to tag along?” 
 
    Her smile comes back, but she holds up a hand for me to wait. “I will join you in a moment, but I think I’ll warn the staff first.” 
 
    Oops. Forgot again. “Thank you Enora. I’ll wait for you.” 
 
    We part ways and I lead my little group into the Chapel behind the thirty or so children that are the expanded populations future. There is one person that doesn’t fit in though. “Uncle Vol!” The shout precedes the customary tackle-hug that Zia always leads off our conversations. 
 
    “Hello there tasty one. How are things going?” I ask when I can breathe normally again. 
 
    She bounces up and down a little as the other kids watch curiously. Before she answers me though she catches sight of Gabrielle. The bouncing stops and she asks, “Who are you? I’m Zia. You’re very pretty.” 
 
    Gabrielle is stunned by the cute, outgoing raccoon girl’s rapid-fire questions. When she finally gets her faculties back, she smiles sweetly. “Thank you, Zia. It’s nice to meet you. My name is Gabrielle.” 
 
    Having an idea, I quickly lean down to Zia and whisper to her. “Gabrielle is a real-life princess.” The reaction is hilarious. Zia freezes and her eyes get as big as saucers. 
 
    A furry bullet hits the fey woman in the stomach so fast she didn’t have a chance. The speed of it made me wonder if she was investing in AGI heavily. Thankfully I was prepared and caught Gabrielle before she could fall. “A Princess! REALLY! What is it like to be a princess…?” The rest of the words were so fast as she built up steam that I could no longer understand them.  
 
    After a moment, I take pity on the overexcited girl’s victim and intervene. “Zia, I got you a gift.” That does it and Zia releases Gabrielle to stand in front of me. Pulling out the spellbook I bought for her, I get to see her eyes grow comically wide once more. “Just as promised. Now you can make your own stories. Careful though. It’s a channeled spell so you can use up all your mana if you aren’t careful.” Taking the book from me she goes to open it, but I stop her. “Not here. It would be rude to the goddess. Wait until after you leave. Now go wait with the other kids.” 
 
    “Thank you so much uncle Vol. See you later. Nice to meet you Princess Gabrielle.” Like a whirlwind of energy, she bolts off and starts chatting with the other kids. 
 
    Waving the others forward I catch gentle smiles from the others, except the princess. She is appraising me like some curiosity she doesn’t understand. with all the kids seated in the pews I take a spot near the altar. Enora walks in then and I decide to get started.  “Alright everyone. We’re going to upgrade the Chapel to a temple for the Goddess Gwydia.” Also seated in a pew, I catch the surprise on Gabrielle’s face when I say the name of the Goddess of Magic. “It’s safe but don't move while it happens.” 
 
    As the chatter dies down, I open the LDM and select the option for a temple. Two more DPs are gone, and the altar starts to glow. The golden glow spreads to the floor and then quickly out until it reaches the walls. A few more moments and all the walls as well as the ceiling are glowing. When everything is covered in a soft golden glow the brightness increases until nothing can be seen at all. When it all clears, I find myself on a raised dais in a round room. Instead of there being pews on only one side of the altar they are surrounding it now in a circle.  
 
    At the corners of the square platform the altar is now on are four pillars that go all the way to the ceiling, which I notice is about twice as high as it was before. Right above the altar, the ceiling is domed and there is a twinkle from the stone up there. I can’t tell what is causing it though. Those present are awed by the transformation that happened around them. Everyone gets up to explore the new temple to Gwydia.  
 
    Gabrielle is the only one to approach me as I stand by the altar to my goddess. “Is it true? This is a temple to the Goddess of Magic herself?”  
 
    Looking down into the translucent block of stone with all the little lights drifting through it like stars in the universe, bands of multicolored energy circling it all. I feel connected to it, like this awe-inspiring hunk of rock is actually a part of me. “Yes. It is dedicated to Gwydia, my patron god.” 
 
    The princess sucks in a surprised breath but I put her out of my mind for now. Pulling out the new set of golden drake scale leather armor I place it upon the altar. All around it I place Mana Crystals for the enchanting process. Looking it over, I’m taken with the beauty of it. The headpiece is a hood with metal spikes along the opening. The shoulder protection is capped with the blessed starlite metal and the part meant for the chest has short sleeves and more metal spikes that act as buttons to hold it closed.  
 
    There are also gauntlets that reach to the bracers and they have spikes on the knuckles. Now that I’m looking for it, there are metal bits on each piece, including the toes of the boots and the outside thighs of the pants. The whole thing has a spiked lizard look to it. Even the metal caps for the pauldrons have a spiky ridge running down the center. 
 
    In the back of my mind I have been considering the enchantments I would like to use on all of this, but what I had on the fox leather set I was wearing seem to be the way to go. Following that theme, I focus in and enchant the chest with VIT and shoulders with WIS. Both get a damage reduction enchantment as well. The scaled pants get AGI and speed enchanted on to them. WIS and INT go onto the boots and they get the steadying enchantment that my old tortoise ones had. 
 
    Without a helm or gloves to my old set I do something new. The coif, as it is called, gets INT and an enchantment using Illusion. The point was to give it the ability to hide the wearer’s identity. Last are the hands. The spikes on the knuckles remind me of the fight last night at the inn. Not a physical fighter in the least, it still felt good to not be helpless if the situation called for it. With this in mind, the gauntlets both get an STR enchantment and Weaken Defense is used to finish them. 
 
    As I’ve been working the kids were led out by Bolden and it’s only Azzaria, Thia, Timbre, Gem, Ian, and Gabrielle that remain. And I can’t forget my little shadow, Fuar. He has set up shop on Azzaria’s shoulder as they watch me work. The results are all that I hoped for, but that isn’t the end of it. Next is the process to bind them to me and infuse a piece of my soul into them so they can grow along with me. 
 
    Storing away the mana crystals that are left over after the regular enchanting, I remind myself to pick up more as this used most of what I had on hand. Looking to everyone lounging in the piers and talking nearby I meet eyes with Timbre. She was mainly just listening in on the conversations anyway. She gets up and comes to stand next to me. “Hey there honey. This is going to hurt more than any of the ones I’ve done before, so I might need you to help hold me up. I can’t break my concentration while doing this or I’ll have to wait days or weeks for my soul to recover before trying again.” Timbre nods her understanding and steps close. 
 
    Since I’m low on mana after all the enchanting, I have a little headache and some dizziness. Thia willingly lends me her mana again today and I use a little to cast cure on myself. Feeling better, I get started with the prep-work. Using mana, I create channels between all the pieces according to their place when being worn. The brigandine is connected to the coif, pauldrons, bracers and chausses. The bracers are also connected to the gauntlets and the chausses connects to the boots. 
 
    Holding all the different channels in place with my mind is difficult, but my high WIS stat and Advanced Mana Control ability are up to the task, barely. That won’t be much of an issue once I start feeding my soul into it because the soul will solidify the mana channels into permanence. The real difficulty is holding it all during the next part. Taking deep breaths to calm my jittering nerves I then look to Timbre next to me. “I’m about to start so be ready.” At my words the others quiet down and Timbre moves in closer until she is practically draped around me. 
 
    With a fair amount of trepidation, I find the soul within me. Feeling it out, I latch onto a large piece of it, maybe too large, but it feels like it should be okay, though at the edge of what would cause permanent damage. There is a moment of hesitation as the fear of what is to come spikes. Just like repelling when I was a kid though, you push through and take the leap. Digging my mental claws into my insubstantial self feels like stabbing myself repeatedly with a fork. 
 
    That is just the precursor to what awaits. In the past, I dug in and ripped the piece free in one move, the section taken small enough that it was quick. In this case it is far larger, the bonds holding my soul together stronger. This means it takes seconds to pry it free from the rest. Not long, but an infinite amount time to my perception.  
 
    Tongue ripped out before gargling hot coals. Calf muscles stripped from the bone on my legs. Then insects gouging out my eyes as clawed fingers rip a rib from my chest. The sensations keep coming and my mind begins to fracture under the stress.  
 
    A small part of me is feeding the energy I get into the mana channel going from me into the brigandine on the altar. I can’t see anything, though; the altar has flared with light and prevents any sight. Not that I was in any condition to observe anything. There is also a movement from my right wrist and left hip that I barely register. Only one sound penetrates my ears through the pain. In my fracturing mind I wonder why there is a whistling teapot in the temple. Another fragment answers a little more coherently. That isn’t a teapot, it’s my own tortured screaming. 
 
    Then it all stops and my consciousness snaps back into a single whole. Any longer and I know that the pieces of my psyche wouldn’t have come together as they were. Panting from the primal screaming, I can taste blood from my torn throat. As my senses return, I can hear a commotion nearby and see the light that the altar emitted fading back to normal. My girls are all next to me and I can tell they are worried, but they are calming down as I recover my faculties. I’m sure it helps that I stopped screaming like a stuck pig. 
 
    Worried that I have endured the most horrific pain imaginable for nothing, I quickly feel out the pieces of armor before me. It worked! I can feel the soul in each part and the links between them all. It’s strange though. The soul isn’t only in the armor itself but flowing between the parts through the links, as well. They’re no longer individual items that form a set of armor, but one whole spread out over the different physical pieces. Another oddity is that my dagger and staff are now laid out next to the armor. Looking it all over I can see that they are also bound together as the armor is. And between the weapons and armor is another link I didn’t create, though it’s much weaker than the bonds of the sets themselves. 
 
    With relief, I turn to the others. Surrounding me. They all wear concerned looks but wait silently for me to say something. Timbre, still holding me up, slowly releases me from the hug she used to keep me upright. I lean a hand on the altar and stand up straight. “I’m fine. That was intense, but I’m good now.” That seems to allay their fears for the moment and their worried expressions become curious. We all lean in to view the fruits of my labor. 
 
      
 
    Drakenridge (Armor set): Leather armor made by a master leatherworker using golden drake scale hide and multiple magically conductive metals. The blessed metal used to create these is attuned only to Vol Adare and can only be used to its full potential by him. Light Armor. Item class: Unique. Set Bonuses 10/10—5: Darkvision; 8: Draconic Vitality; 10: Draconic Freedom; 10: Devour 
 
      
 
    Coif (Head): Durability: 200/200. Armor +100. +INT equal to 1/2 lvl. 
 
    Active ability: Disguise: Uses illusion magic to conceal one’s features. 
 
      
 
    Pauldrons (Shoulders): Durability: 300/300. Armor +200. +WIS equal to 1/2 lvl. Reduced physical damage by 5%. 
 
      
 
    Brigandine (Chest): Durability: 350/350. Armor +250. +VIT equal to 1/2 lvl. 
 
    Reduced physical damage by 5%. 
 
      
 
    Bracer (Left arm): Durability: 200/200. Armor +75. All magic resistances + 10%. Ignore 10% of targets magical resistance. +WIS equal to 1/4 lvl. +5% Speed. 
 
      
 
    Bracer (Right arm): Durability: 200/200. Armor +75. All magic resistances + 10%. Ignore 10% of targets magical resistance. +INT equal to 1/4 lvl. +5% Speed. 
 
      
 
    Gauntlet (Left hand): Durability: 150/150. Armor +50. Ignore 5% of targets physical resistance. +STR equal to 1/4 lvl. 
 
      
 
    Gauntlet (Right hand): Durability: 150/150. Armor +50. Ignore 5% of targets physical resistance. +STR equal to 1/4 lvl. 
 
      
 
    Chausses (Legs): Durability: 250/250. Armor +150. +AGI equal to 1/2 lvl. +10% Speed. 
 
      
 
    Boot (Left foot): Durability: 175/175. Armor +60. +WIS equal to 1/4 lvl. Makes the wearer harder to knock down. 
 
      
 
    Boot (Right foot): Durability: 175/175. Armor +60. +INT equal to 1/4 lvl. Makes the wearer harder to knock down. 
 
      
 
    Amazing! Doing the math, this armor doesn’t boost my stats much more than what I was wearing before. In fact, the bracers actually provide less than before. Now though, they will get better the higher level I am. On top of that, there is a chance it will get even better as the soul permeating the whole set feeds on the leftover experience from me. Focusing on the set bonuses I get a description for each. 
 
    Darkvision is pretty self-explanatory. As long as I’m wearing the armor, I can see in the dark—no matter what the light conditions are. Draconic Vitality gives me a boost of 25% to poison and disease resistance. The next one, Draconic Freedom, is a little ambiguous. It just says this ability can be used once a day to free the wearer from any bindings. I don’t know what that means, but I’m excited to try it out sometime. 
 
    Last of the bonuses is Devour. The screen for this says that the armor can “consume” materials to improve itself, but only if it’s an improvement. The allusion that my new armor can eat something is a little disconcerting, but I chalk it up to the overall drake theme of the set. Now it’s time to see what happened to my weapons. 
 
      
 
    Arcane Feather Arms (Weapon set): A weapon set made by a master smith using Starlite metal and enchanted to take advantage of the magical qualities of the metal as a focus for casting. The blessed metal used to create these is attuned only to Vol Adare and can only be used to its full potential by him. Item class: Unique. Set Bonuses 2/2—2: Duel Wield; 2: Mana Siphon 
 
      
 
    Staff Level 2: Durability 500/500. 30% increase to the power of all spells. +INT and WIS equal to lvl. +10% attack speed. Base Dmg 85-100. Active ability: Mana Shield: Creates a barrier disc of mana that blocks attacks. The disc barrier can be manipulated when active but will draw more mana with the amount of damage received. Duration: Channeled. Cost: 20 MP initially then 1/sec. Transform: Can change into a bracelet to be worn and still provide the benefits of a focus. 
 
      
 
    Poniard Level 2: Durability 250/250. 25% increase to the power of all spells. +INT and WIS equal to 1/2 lvl. +10% attack speed. Base Dmg 40-50. Active ability: Burning Blade: Causes additional 15-20 fire Dmg, and Burn status is also inflicted, causing half the original damage amount over 10 seconds. Stacks up to 5 times. Duration: 10 secs. Cost: 15MP. Ethereal: Ignores 50% of armor and can damage noncorporeal targets. 
 
      
 
    Finally, the dagger leveled up. It was taking so long for it to happen I was beginning to think it never would. With that improvement it gained the ethereal property. Also, there are two more set bonuses to investigate. The first just allows me to use each weapon in one hand at the same time, but only applies to the set items. This is good since the next bonus requires the use of both to activate. By crossing the two weapons together in the direction of an enemy I can use Mana Siphon to drain mana from the target to myself. 
 
    Not to complain, but what happened? My weapons weren’t even on the altar when it started. During the enchanting process the crushing pain and inhuman focus required to forge through prevented any other observations. Turning to the gathered individuals I ask, “How did the weapons get bound together?” Confused looks are aimed my way and it’s obvious that no one has an answer. 
 
    Then, from behind the gathered crowd comes a sweet voice that I’ve only heard one other time. “I believe I can answer that question. I may have helped a little.” Everyone turns around and moves to the side. Violet shining eyes draw you in, and the glowing violet hair looks as soft as down. Delicate elfin features and snow-white skin complete the image of beauty. There before me a second time is my patron. The Goddess of Magic herself, Gwydia. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    There are gasps from a few people in the room, but I ignore them. Unsure of what the proper etiquette is when addressing a god, I bow a little at the waist. She waves it off though and I straighten. “I wasn’t expecting your visit today. To what do we owe the honor?” 
 
    No one else speaks, stunned to silence as the goddess approaches the altar. “We’re in my temple now. That allows me a little more freedom when talking to my followers. Especially when it comes to my Champion.” She looks at me pointedly. “You haven’t checked your messages since converting this place, have you?” She punctuates the last statement with a beautifully raised eyebrow. 
 
    It’s at this point I notice the blinking icon again. After so long in this world it has become easy to ignore the notifications until I’m purposely looking. For this reason, and my own eagerness to complete the work on my new armor, I didn’t notice the messages waiting for my attention. At this point is seems rude to review them while standing in the presence of the Goddess. 
 
    She must have noticed my hesitation though. “Go on and take a look. I have time now and you need to see them before our conversation.” She leans against the altar and makes herself comfortable as she looks to me expectantly. What I see when looking over the messages is an increase to the current buff that boosts magical effects and mana regeneration for residents. I also gained five levels in Enchanting for my work on Drakenridge. There are a few messages worthy of note, obviously what Gwydia wants me to see. 
 
      
 
    Title upgraded from Lord to Lord-Duke. As a Duke you can delegate positions of power within your domain. 
 
      
 
    Hidden title revealed! You have earned the title Champion of Gwydia. You now have access to the Champion Menu. 
 
      
 
    For creating an altar to your patron, you gain 1 Champion Point. For dedicating a Mana Fount to your patron, you earn 1 CP. For making a temple to your patron, you earn 1 CP. You currently have 3 CP. These can be distributed from the Champion Menu. 
 
      
 
    As this altar to your patron god is on a Mana Fount you have the choice to cap it. Capping the Mana Fount will condense its power to feed your patron god. Your patron, the Goddess Gwydia, forbids the capping of Mana Founts. 
 
      
 
    Upgrading the town to a city must be the reason for the upgraded title, so that isn’t a surprise. The Champion title was unexpected but does explain a few things. It also brings up more questions. At least now I know what to ask. “So, I’m your Champion.” It wasn’t a question. “What am I supposed to do as your Champion though? And what is this about capping Mana Founts and you forbidding it?”  
 
    Gwydia nods at my questions. “Now you are asking the right questions. First of all, as my Champion you are supposed to help further my influence on Herst. This means dedicating altars to me and converting people to choose me as their patron god.” 
 
    A little surprised at this, I look to the others. All of them are wearing confused looks. “It’s possible to change a person’s patron god?” 
 
    “Yes, it is. Only those with me as their patron can convert someone. An altar dedicated to me is also required. Speaking of which, I think there is someone here that has hoped and prayed for this kind of opportunity.” Turning to one side of the room, the Goddess calls out. “You can come out now. No one is going to be mad. Trust me.” Her last two words come out in an odd way. It made everyone in the room feel warm inside, as if being embraced by a caring mother. 
 
    Reluctantly a figure emerges from where it was hidden among the pews. Fuzzy ears pop up and then a small girl emerges. Zia, wearing a sheepish look, steps into the aisle and slowly approaches the altar. When Zia stops in front of Gwydia, the goddess kneels down to eye level with her. “You prayed to me, didn’t you?” Zia quietly nods. “I heard you. My champion can make me your patron, but you have to really want it.” 
 
    At that point they both look to me. Speared on their eyes, I flounder a little before I can ask, “How?” 
 
    Gwydia just smiles at me and looks back to Zia. “Go place your hand on the altar.” Zia shuffles over next to me and the Goddess continues her instruction. “Vol, place your hand over hers and the words will come.”  
 
    Before Zia places her hand on the altar, she looks worried. Her hand stops just above the altar without touching it. “But what about Sofia? Will she be mad that I changed to you?” The look in her eyes is nearly heart breaking. It is obvious that she wants Gwydia to be her patron, but she doesn’t want to hurt the Goddess of Life either.  
 
    The smile that stretches across Gwydia’s face is blinding in its beauty. “You are kind, and I have no doubt that Sofia appreciates your concern. You don’t need to worry though. My sister understands and won’t be angry. You have nothing to worry about.” 
 
    Determined, the raccoon girl lowers her hand to the altar. Placing my hand over hers I feel something well up from the stone. As it comes up and settles in Zia, words bubble up from the recesses of my mind. “Do you, Zia, accept the Goddess of Magic as your Patron.” 
 
    Zia sucks in a deep breath, surprised. “Gwydia, she of mana and might, is my patron by choice. My power is hers, and she is my path to strength.” 
 
    Beneath my hand I could feel the energy shift and flow into Zia. Her whole body takes on a gentle glow for but a moment before it fades away. Gwydia’s voice startles us a little, but its warm tone and sweet words put everyone at ease in an instant. “Welcome to the fold little one. Now you can do for others what Vol here did for you.” 
 
    Turning away from the altar, Zia hugs the goddess tightly. “Thank you so much!” Gwydia chuckles a little and hugs her back. When they release, Zia steps back and Azzaria takes her hand to lead her out of the way. The violet haired beauty watches with a smile before turning a serious eye on me once more. “As you noticed, you are my Champion now. As such it gives me a little more leeway than I had before. All Champions should have armor befitting their station. For that reason, I can help with the enchantment you just performed. I can’t do it for anyone else though, so don’t even bother asking.” 
 
    Taking a breath that expands her chest in interesting and distracting ways, the Goddess steps close. The proximity of her and the power that is radiating off her being is intoxicating. By the time I shake the effects off she has hopped up on the altar and crossed her legs, bare feet poking out from the hem of her star-scape gown. Picking up my staff and dagger she touches them to the bracers. My staff shrinks and embeds itself into the top of the right one. Now it looks like some ornamentation instead of the weapon it is. The dagger does the same to the left bracer. Convenient.  
 
    “Some adjustments were made to the temple as it was being formed, as well.” Gwydia speaks as though she did nothing a moment ago. “The three extra doors you see here are for other gods that support me. Together we form a Pantheon. The smaller altars beyond those doors need to be dedicated by someone that has a patron who is aligned with me.” 
 
    Speaking up, I ask the most obvious question at the moment. “And who is part of the Pantheon?” 
 
    “We are working on more, but currently my brother and sister, Morsith and Sofia. Gem and Timbre can handle the dedication of the two side altars. The one in the back will need to wait until another joins us.” With her words, I look to the left and right. There are indeed doors on both sides of the circular room. A quick check confirms the last door opposite the entrance to the temple. 
 
    Finally composed enough to speak, I start voicing some of the questions that have been forming in my brain over the last few weeks and since the Champion title was revealed. “I don’t mean to change the subject but why do you need a Champion? And also, these nightmares I’ve been getting, are they real?”  
 
    The stunning Goddess looks me in the eye before explaining. “Those are both related. Yes, the dreams are real—or will be. They are a mixture of things that have happened and what could happen in the future. You have been getting them because you are my Champion, even though you didn’t know it before.” I’m about to ask what the warning is for, but she holds up a perfectly manicured hand to stop me. The others have gathered around as the conversation continues and now listen in. 
 
    “Let me start from the beginning, though I will warn you there are some things I’m not permitted to reveal to you.” When Gwydia sees that we are all paying close attention she begins her story. “I know of your theories on mana Vol. For the most part you were right. The Mana Fount and anyone on this world that generates mana is pulling it from another place, another plane of existence you could say. The energy comes into the world and much of the life on it has come to use and depend upon it. This is the case on all worlds in this plane.” 
 
    That makes me wonder about where I’m from; Earth. But I wait for her to explain more. “There is something else the Mana Founts can be used for. As large sources of energy entering the world, they can be capped in the name of a god. These capped Mana Founts then condense the energy into something we, as gods, can use to build our power. This is already done to a very small degree when an altar like this one is built.” 
 
    She pats the altar that is a visible representation of my classes. “When capped, the ley lines that are fed by the fount dry up and the mana level in the area decreases. In the past, all the gods had their champions and even descended in avatars at times to fight over these places of power. The goal for those champions was to cap all of the Mana Founts to empower their god. With enough power, the winner would be able to rule over the other gods of this world.” 
 
    What she says brings up even more questions. This time I don’t refrain from asking. “If there are these points where energy from another plane enters our world, are there places where energy from this one goes somewhere else? If so, what goes through?” 
 
    Gwydia gives me a warm smile. “That is why I chose you Vol: Your intelligence. Yes, there are places like the ones you describe. That is all I can say though. To find out more you will need to discover it on your own. Back to the war now. It was destroying this world. Someone else interfered and ended it before too much damage could be done.” Opening my mouth to ask, she talks over me. “I can’t say anything about this being, but he stopped this world’s destruction and set rules for any future conflict between the gods. We could only work through our followers and Champions from that time forward.” 
 
    A sad look comes over the Goddess. “I’m ashamed to say that I was one of those that fought for supremacy of this world. I was close to my followers, and when the war ended, I retreated from the world to grieve for those who were lost. In my absence I watched other worlds. A few had the same conflicts as ours, but the fighting concluded with a clear winner instead of the stalemate experienced here. What happened afterward horrified me.” 
 
    Gwydia takes a moment to sniffle a little, the memory causing her a deep sadness. As tears of glowing blue stream down her face she conjures a small vial into her hand. She collects the falling tears and caps the vial before continuing, more composed now. “Some of the worlds died completely. All life fading until only a little was left. Without enough to sustain an ecosystem, these planets became barren places. Forests turned to deserts and people starved by the thousands. Even farming was ineffective since the plants wouldn’t grow without mana. There were a few exceptions though. The people of those worlds adapted. Many died, but the planet and people bounced back eventually. Some even created marvels all their own, without the aid of mana.” 
 
    Before I can stop myself, I blurt out, “Earth. Is that what happened? Is that why there are so many stories where I come from about magic and the supernatural?” 
 
    Though still somber she nods. “Yes. The planet I took you from was one such place. You actually come from a line of people who were exceptionally powerful in the magical arts. You might recognize the name Merlin. He was your ancestor hundreds of years back, as are many. Even he was from a time after the Mana Founts were sealed. What made him so special is that he was one of the few that actually still had a connection to the other plane within him and could use the mana he got from it. Now though the absolute absence of mana on that world has made it so not a single newborn now has the ability to draw mana into them.” 
 
    Blown away by this, I lean against the altar. Theories on mana saturation in fetal beings are flashing through my mind. My thoughts soon quiet and another question pops into my head. “Then the gods many worshiped on Earth in the past were real? What happened to them and the one that won the war for power between them?” 
 
    As if expecting this question, Gwydia sighs and leans back, placing her hands flat on the altar to prop her up. “I can’t say much, but yes. Those gods were real and exist to this day, but that is all I’m permitted to say. Getting back on track, I don’t want to kill this world. I, and those in my Pantheon, will gain some very small amount of power from the altars, but I won’t allow the mana founts to be capped. If they are, most of the people on this world will die. Elves, dwarves, and any of the fey that are here will live shorter and shorter lives each generation. Eventually they will age and die as quickly as any human. They also won’t be able to reproduce when the mana levels of Herst get low enough.” 
 
    “That is why you’re unable to cap this Mana Fount for me. I don’t want to see the same thing happen to this world. This isn’t a sentiment that all of the gods share. For this reason, I chose a Champion and returned to Herst. The goal I have for you, Vol, is almost the same as theirs. I want you to find and take control of as many Mana Founts as possible. Not to cap them though; to protect them.” 
 
    But how are we supposed to find these places? The Mana Fount I took was a coincidence. Or was it? Azzaria must have been thinking much the same as I was. “Can you tell us where to look for the other Mana Founts? How many of them are there?” She asks. 
 
    “There are many around the whole world. One hundred to be exact. Some are already capped, but you can fix that if you touch them. I can’t tell you where they all are, but one of the things that comes with being a Champion is the ability to sense when you are near one. I’m forbidden from giving you more than that. One thing I can say is that fighting other Champions will be essential. If you are going to rededicate those altars that seal Mana Founts you will need to defeat the ones bound to them.” 
 
    Fuar Flies over to the altar and lands next to Gwydia. Looking down on him her expression becomes a bright smile. “You are amazing little one. Your master is truly special to think of and create you. Every enchanter with his abilities in the past has made impressive equipment, but nothing like you. Instead of placing you into an inanimate object he gave a life all your own.” 
 
    The metallic dragon ruffles his wings in a sign of displeasure. “Stop it, you’ll inflate his ego.” 
 
    The goddess releases a giggle like tinkling bells on a soft breeze. “What I’m saying, Dear Fuar, is that you are special. Please look after my Champion.” 
 
    My little friend stands on its back legs and gives a little bow to her. “I shall look out for him, as you say milady.” His tone is overly formal in a flirty kind of way. Much like I had used with Azzaria in jest when we first met. Is my enchanted dragon hitting on a goddess? His antics get her to giggle slightly once more. While they’ve been conversing, I’ve been thinking. 
 
    Recalling the scenes from my dreams, they were all of powerful warriors. The battles had altered the landscape around them. Those were seriously beyond me or my whole group. If we were to face-off against one of those legendary figures, I have no doubt that we would prove to be little trouble for them. This is terrifying in its own right. Were we really supposed to go up against figures of legend like them? “We need to get stronger. Far, far stronger if we are to compete with anyone like I saw in my dreams.” 
 
    Gwydia hops off the altar and looks at all of us before stopping on me. “I can’t say much more, and I need to leave now. There is one other thing I can do to get you started. I have given you a quest to find something that will help you improve your defenses against other Champions. The location is marked on your map. Keep improving, keep fighting. Together you can help me save this world.” 
 
    Her final words are followed with a gentle pulse of light from her and the altar. There is the feeling of a gentle caress on my face, down my cheek and along my jaw. Then she is gone. Opening the new messages gives me the details of a divine quest. 
 
      
 
    You have been given the divine quest “Prepare for Trouble.” 
 
      
 
    Prepare for Trouble: Your patron Goddess has given you a quest. Follow the mark on your map and clear the dungeon there. Collect the item from the final boss. 
 
    Reward: 1 CP. 
 
      
 
    The new Champion menu is calling my name and I want to check it out, but there is more to do first. Looking around the room at the people standing here I get their attention. They all looked shell shocked by the recent visit from an actual deity. It may have been a little more noteworthy since this particular one had also retreated from the world until recently. I give them a few more moments to collect themselves as I store away my new armor. There is one other item next to my equipment that wasn’t there before. The vial Gwydia used to catch her tears also goes into storage. Getting their attention, I then motion for everyone to follow. 
 
    As we walk to the door on the left from the entrance I speak to the crowd over my shoulder. “Well, that was informative, mostly. A lot has happened before lunch today. For now, we should check out the other altars in the wings.” We enter another smaller chamber. This one also has pews and is in the same shape as the chapel before it was upgraded. Past all the seating, we stand at the altar and I look to Timbre. “I assume from her statement that your patron is Morsith.’ 
 
    She steps up to the altar and looks down on it. “Yes.” She reverently places a hand on the stone. Her eyes go unfocused with the telltale sign of someone accessing messages or reading their status. A moment later the stone beneath her hand begins to change. Once dark grey stone is taking on the appearance of a dark glass. It reminds me of obsidian, only instead of being black it’s a dark purple color. The change spreads out from her hand and slowly takes over the whole altar. 
 
    When the process completes the altar pulses with purple light. It reminds me of the torches in the undead dungeon below the castle. As the light fades to a steady glow it reveals a figure standing behind it now. A spike of fear runs down my spine at the sudden and familiar appearance. It’s a robed figure with a hood that hides the face in shadows. The black robe seems to suck in the light around it. 
 
    Hunched over slightly, only one hand is visible from long billowing sleeves. It’s all bone, and it is gripping the handle of a farm tool. A scythe. Pitch black, twisted wood stands from floor to head height where it’s attached to a simple, though long, blade. The other people in the room were surprised by the sudden appearance. It’s obvious to my frantic eyes that this figure has no significant meaning to them, even Zia doesn’t seem affected. Except for Fuar, who hisses at the new arrival, the others get reverent looks. 
 
    A clacking sound drifts from the hood, slightly distracting me from the terror of facing Death itself. Then the voice that comes next lightens the mood, but only reduces the fear a little. “This tool is amusing. Odd that it’s associated with death on your world. Something that is used to bring in food, to harvest, is usually associated with life, not death.” The voice is that of an amused grandfather, further soothing my nerves a little. 
 
    A moment later his words sink in. Throwing the scythe to the side it fades and disappears before hitting the ground. With that particular symbol gone, I find thinking much easier. “Did you just show up like that to get a rise out of me?” The clacking returns and I realize it’s the sound of bones coming together, his version of laughing. That irks me a little, but I’m not about to try anything against the God of Death himself. 
 
    When his mirth is spent, he talks to me again. “Yes, I did. Sorry about that, but I seldom get to talk to mortals and few gods appreciate my sense of humor.” My anger quickly fades at his words. “In way of apology let me do something for you.” Not waiting for permission, he reaches toward me with his bony fingers. Suddenly I can feel something leave me. It doesn't hurt, but it was a strange feeling having something taken from my Dimensional Storage like that. 
 
    My blessed starlite staff appears in the god’s hand. He turns it left and right, examining it, before commenting. “Impressive. It is waiting though. Your staff has collected what it needs to evolve, but it has no direction.” Holding out in front of him it slowly starts to move on its own. The butt of the staff curves slightly to one side. At the top of the staff the sharp metal wings unfold with the joints of the wings rising to maintain a hold on the large diamond topper. One wing only extends a little, but the one on the same side as the butt of the staff curves to gets a few feet long. 
 
    When the change stops, my staff looks like a bird themed scythe of its own. Then it’s in my hand, not having traveled the intervening distance. Looking it over, it hasn’t increased in level, but the note under its Transform ability has changed to add the new form. With a thought it changes back to a staff before I put it back into Dimensional Storage with my new armor. The display banished the last of my fear and I nod to him in thanks. 
 
    Returning the slight nod, his hood then turns to Timbre, who has been watching the whole exchange with a curious gaze. “Now to business,” comes the old man’s voice again. “You, my lovely, are my Champion. Since you got the rundown from my sister, I’ll spare you the details.” He comes forward and lays a hand on Timbre’s shoulder. “I know you’ll make me proud. Now put your armor and weapons on the altar.” 
 
    Timbre looks to the god with a confused pout. “You want me to take off my clothes?” 
 
    The clacking returns for a moment before the God answers with amusement coloring his words. “No. I know you want your companion here to do to yours what he did to his own armor. Currently that is impossible, unless I help.”  
 
    The confusion on her face passes and excitement takes its place. Stripping off her gear, she is soon in only her normal traveling clothes. All of her reinforced shadesilver armor is on the altar along with her hammer and shield. Thankfully the regular enchantments have been done already because I’m almost out of mana crystals. Morsith steps up the other side of the altar and Timbre takes a place next to me.  
 
    When I look over to the others Azzaria knows what I’m going to ask. “I’ll hold her.” 
 
    “Thanks Az.” Then I turn to Timbre. “Are you sure? This is going to be extremely painful. Much worse than last time.” 
 
    My courageous direwolf doesn’t even hesitate. “Do it.” 
 
    So, I do. Closing my eyes to help concentrate I begin. With my hand over hers on the altar I find her soul. Like before, I create the channels between the gear and her then take a moment to prepare myself. Digging mental claws into her essence gets a quiet whining from her. As I pull the large piece of her and start feeding it through the bonds that I’ve created, the screaming starts. It’s absolutely tortured, the sound breaking my heart to hear. But I don’t stop, can’t. There is no way I could stomach doing this to her again if I failed. 
 
    When the part of her soul I’m removing finally comes away and leaves her through the bonds her cries wind down. There is a little whimpering as she adjusts to the pain abruptly leaving and I focus on what is happening to the gear on the altar. Before, I wasn’t able to observe much, the pain having shattered my mind like it did. This time I can feel extra energy leaving the altar to join with the armor and weapons. It mixes and merges with the soul fragment from Timbre. 
 
    In a moment it all settles down into the familiar pattern that I saw within my own gear. Looking around and clearing their eyes, everyone searches the room. During the light show it seems that Morsith left us. The encounter was unique, but I find that I really liked the god of death. We all then turn back to the altar and the items laying atop it.  
 
    A quick look at the details with Identify is all I get before Timbre starts scooping up the parts to put it all on. The armor set got the name Lunar Shadow. There is an oddity in the stats it gives though. Like my armor, it has been changed to provide stats based on the user’s level. Also, like mine, all stats get a bonus. That is what is weird. It wasn’t enchanted with any WIS before, which would indicate that Morsith actually changed it during the process. Overall it gives half the user’s level in INT, WIS, and STR. AGI and VIT get a full level. 
 
    As for the set bonuses, there are four. At five items to the set she gets Darkvision, just like mine. For eight is an ability called Pack Mentality. This provides 10% to physical resistance when in a group of three or more. With all ten items of the set there are two bonuses. The first is Night Howl, which frees party members of immobilizing effects, but it has a long cooldown. The last one is called Shifter. The ability allows the armor to change and become a set designed to protect Timbre in her direwolf form. Sort of an advanced form of autofit. 
 
    As she is putting on the armor, I take a glance at her hammer and shield. Timbre’s weapon set now has the name Wolfen Arms. It also gained a level of stats in STR, AGI and VIT. The first bonus is Damage Transfer. This deals 5% of blocked damage from the shield to the next blow from the hammer. The last set bonus is the Shifter ability. I notice the shield has leveled up as well. It now has the ability to change into a buckler, allowing it to be used with the two-handed form of her hammer. 
 
    After everything is set, both of our equipment has changed, but is only a little better than it was in stats. The real difference is that it grows in strength with us. A huge improvement in my opinion. Shortly after I get to read the description on her weapon set Timbre picks them up. When she looks at the shield, she tilts her head to the side. Holding it out, the shield shrinks and turns on her arm. When it’s done, the coffin lid shaped item sits along the back of her arm with the thinner side ending just past the elbow. This leaves her hand free to wield the hammer. 
 
    Happy as a clam, Timbre looks around to the rest of us. “I guess we’re done here?” 
 
    “It seems so,” I respond. 
 
    Practically skipping, Timbre heads back through the door to the main temple. Following along, we all walk straight through to the door on the right side of the temple. This one is a mirror image of the last. We stop at the altar and everyone looks to Gem this time. “I guess it’s my turn to meet my patron.” She sounds nervous, but steps up, placing her hand over the plain stone altar.  
 
    Her face went blank for a moment and then the altar starts turning a forest green color. It looks like a giant hunk of green stained glass when it’s done. With a pulse of light that is becoming predictable, there is a woman sitting on the altar next to Gem’s hand.  
 
    Striking is the first description that pops into my mind. She is wearing a flowing gown that goes down to her crossed ankles and it’s made entirely of plants. It’s green and leafy—as you would expect—but it has small flowers that add color in places. The Goddess of Life, Sofia, has also formed it in a low cut that exposes a lot of skin with little vines for straps that go over her shoulders. Her eyes are a green so bright they are literally glowing. The goddess has hair a chestnut brown like bark on a tree, though flowing gently around her. And her facial features are attractive with a prominent chin and noble bearing. 
 
    After giving us all a moment to take her in, she gives a little wave. “Hello everyone. As you are sure to have guessed, I am Sofia. Nice to meet you.” Her voice is chipper. When she is done greeting us, she turns her attention to Gem. “Hello my Champion. It’s good to meet you.” 
 
    Gem’s eyes get huge at the revelation that, she too, is the Champion of a god. Speechless as she is, the goddess decides to keep talking while Gem composes herself. “So, you don’t have any armor to do what the others did. For that I will give you a quest. Well, you and Vol. Get some special armor made befitting a goddess’ Champion and bring it here to be blessed and bound to you.” She looks to me at that point. “You have a month to do it so you will need to do her weapons first like you and Timbre. Then you can finish up when her soul has recovered.” 
 
    That is when Gem gets her tongue back. “You chose me? Why?” She flushes then, apparently embarrassed to be questioning her patron. 
 
    Sofia’s expression softens as she puts a hand on Gem’s shoulder. “Because you are strong. I knew you could handle the trials to come.” Then she hugs the lamia briefly. When she pulls back from the contact Sofia gives us another wave and disappears. 
 
    It’s then that I check over the new quest Sofia gave me. The name is Dressing a Champion and the description is basically what Sofia told us. The objective is to create and enchant Gem some armor worthy of a Champion. The reward is just question marks. The penalty for failure says that Sofia will be upset with me, whatever that really means. Also, there is no option to decline the quest, not that I would. 
 
    Addressing Gem, I ask her, “Did you get a quest from Sofia?” 
 
    After her face goes blank for a moment she answers. “Two actually. There is the one she mentioned to us, but I also got a quest to visit a dungeon somewhere. It says that I need to complete the dungeon and collect an item that will help me from the final boss.” 
 
    “I got a quest from Morsith too.” Timbre says. “Looks the same as what Gem described. Go to a dungeon, beat it, collect my prize from the final boss. I never got the chance to accept it though.” 
 
    “Strange that we all got the same quest. Can either of you show me where the dungeon you are to visit is?” Pulling out my map I lay it on the altar. Gem and Timbre stand to either side of me and look over the map. Each points to a place on the eastern side of the mountains. They’re close together and near to where mine was marked but not the same location. Looks like there is going to be a fair amount of dungeon-diving in the future for us. 
 
    We pack up and walk to the temple’s entrance. As we get closer there is a banging on the door before it finally opens to admit Nira, Zia’s mom. Looking to the little raccoon girl I see her get a worried look on her face. The distressed mother comes running the last few steps up to us before scooping her daughter into a fierce hug. “What happened?” she says. “Zia was supposed to stay with the other children. When Bolden noticed she wasn’t with them in the main hall he was unable to open the door to go back.” 
 
    Holding up my hands to calm her a little I try to explain. “We didn’t know the doors wouldn’t open. I’m sorry if you were worried, but I assure you Zia was in no danger.” 
 
    Nira seems a little mollified by that. The tension in her shoulders comes back when Zia herself speaks excitedly. “I got to meet God’s mommy. It was amazing.”  
 
    Nira looks at her daughter then turns a raised eyebrow my way. A little sheepishly I start telling her how we had a few unexpected guests of the divine nature. When I’m done, she asks me something unexpected. “So, her patron is now Gwydia?” 
 
    Slowly nodding my head, I elaborate some more. “Yes. In fact, the goddess seemed pretty fond of your daughter too. Apparently, she has been hearing prayers from her a lot.” 
 
    Nira’s face lights up and she squeezes Zia a little tighter. “She asked me one day if she could have Gwydia as her patron god just like you. I told her it wasn’t possible to switch.” Tears well up in her eyes but none spill out. “I told her it wasn’t possible, but she said she would ask for a way. My little girl, she had her prayers answered. Not only that, she got to meet her in person.” 
 
    “Mommy, are you sad?” The little raccoon looks at her mother, worried.  
 
    Nira gives a little sob laugh. “No, dear. I’m just so happy you got your wish.” 
 
    “Me too!” she cries. Then she proceeds to bounce in her mother’s arms. “And Gwydia says I can help other people take her as their patron too.” The little girl starts into her own version of events as her mother waves goodbye and carries her daughter away. As we resume our trip out of the temple, I can hear whispered conversation behind me.  
 
    “Does this happen often?” This from Gabrielle. 
 
    It’s Thia that answers. “No. Just the one time before when Gwydia came to us.” 
 
    Shaking my head at the stunned silence that follows, I continue into the main hall. Azzaria catches up to me along the way. “I need to talk to you for a moment. Alone.” Giving her a look and a nod, I mentally contact Thia. My familiar will keep the others busy while Azzaria and I talk. I could already hear her talking to the others about showing Gabrielle around a little. When they leave the main hall, it leaves just me and Azzaria in the big room. 
 
    Alone now, she lets out a deep sigh. “I wanted to ask you; how much do you trust the princess?” She has an odd expression as she asks.  
 
    Something about her tone makes me pause and really think about the answer. I don’t really know her well. We only met yesterday and her attitude toward me wasn’t exactly endearing. It was understandable in her situation though. “I’m not really sure. What is it you want to say?” 
 
    “It just seems too convenient.” She pauses for a moment as she seems to try putting her concerns into words. “Getting you involved with the unrecognized heir to the throne in Plora also ties her to this place. On top of that, she is trained in court politics. This could be a boon to you, or a subtle way to take over the city. Gabrielle’s prickly attitude toward you is the only thing so far that makes me doubt this.” 
 
    Surprised at this statement I can’t help but voice another question. “What do you mean? I would think her not liking me would actually make it more likely she was up to something.” 
 
    Azzaria shakes her head before starting to lecture me. “No, if she wanted to be subtle, she would play nice with you. Then, when you weren’t around, she would undermine your authority. Besides, she doesn’t dislike you. If anything, I would guess that she likes you, but she is just angry about the situation, and you’re an easy target for that.” She pauses again, as though the next part is hard for her say. “Also, I can’t help feeling a little jealous—or angry—or both when it comes to her getting involved with you. It was hard with Thia and Timbre, but they were already part of your life. Now it’s being forced on you, us, and I don’t like it.” 
 
    All good points, but there is more to it than that. “My love,” I say as my arms wrap her in a hug. I pull her tightly to me and just hold her for a moment, trying to convey my deep-seeded feelings for her. “You have nothing to worry about. This type of decision is not up to me alone. It isn’t even something to be decided on a majority. We will be unanimous in our decision to start a relationship with Gabrielle or we won't. The end. And we have time, so don’t feel like you need to warm up to her right away.” 
 
    Pulling back from me a little she looks up into my eyes. She has a genuine smile and unshed tears linger in the corners of her eyes. “What about the other stuff?” 
 
    “We can take precautions. Plus, it would be difficult to turn any of the original council against us, and we have IMA. I have already instructed her to inform me should anyone make plans against me. Last is the Mana Fount. No one will be taking that while I live, and it is what governs the ownership of this land.” 
 
    She lays her head back on my chest and squeezes me tight. “That does make me feel a little better, but I think we should keep an eye on the princess for now to make sure.” 
 
    “Speaking of which, I need to get to the pass and shore up the defenses there. Why don’t you continue showing her around the city and get to know her a little better, without me there to set her off. At the same time, you can keep an eye on her.” She nods against my chest and we break apart to go find our friends, guided by my connection to Thia. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Dressed in dark leathers, a young man dashes through the forest. He took this job to help out. He was sick of feeling useless and walking around town with nothing to do. Protecting their home was his girlfriend’s job and he wanted to help too. This forest hadn’t been his home for long, but already it felt more like home than where he was from. Dashing through the woods he recalls her smiling face, hoping beyond all hope that he could come back to see that again. Dodging to avoid a tree he continued his mad dash through the forest. The way things were looking, he doubted he would ever see her again. He could only hope and keep running for there to be any chance. 
 
    Haunting laughter drifts through the woods. The sound only galvanizes the young man’s sprint. Rays of sun pierced the canopy above, providing plenty of light to see by. It also created shadows everywhere. Shadows to hide in. A few minutes ago, something had emerged from one of those shadows during his leisurely patrol, starting this whole game of cat-and-mouse that he was in. He was quick, always was, and he used that now. The young man’s footfalls could be heard pounding on the ground, but he avoided the normal debris of the forest floor to reduce the sound he made. 
 
    After a few minutes of not hearing anymore laughter he slowed a bit to try and conserve his strength. He was also more careful to be quiet as he continued his escape. If only he could reach Thunderbird’s Roost, then he would be safe. At noon, the beams of light coming down looked like golden pillars with swirling motes of dust. The man avoided these places. There were no illusions about hiding in the dark from his stalker, but better not to make it easy if he can help it. 
 
    For hours this continued. Slinking carefully through the trees as fast as possible and always toward his goal. Just when he thought he lost his pursuer; the haunting laughter would return. It was during one of these lulls that he thought her heard something in front of him. Relief dares to well up in his frightened mind. Could it be one of the patrols closer in? The one chasing him never made a sound, so his hopes rose. 
 
    From just ahead of him a person shaped shadow breaks off. Not being able to make out any features from the person shaped blob, the young man stops. Advancing slowly, he stays quiet and tries to make out a face that he hopefully recognizes. When the shadow steps forward and out of the tree trunk’s shade, its dark skin is revealed. This is not in itself troubling, it’s the ivory points of the revealed man’s fangs that stop the young man’s heart. 
 
    The creature in front of him takes a casual step forward. Soft laughter comes from the one blocking his path, the same laughter he has been hearing. Then it mocks him. “The chase is done little rabbit. No burrow to hide in either.” 
 
    Not waiting to hear more, the young man turns and runs once again. This time he only gets a few steps though. Heart racing a mile a minute, he nearly has a heart attack as his assailant appears in front of him once more. The young man would have screamed, but anything that he started to do was cut short when something strikes him in the temple. Vision blurry, he finds himself on the ground looking up. As his eyesight tunnels in, there is a blur and a gleaming, fanged smile is the last thing he sees before the darkness takes him fully.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Soaring high over the grasslands east of Riverock and riding on Thia was as exhilarating as usual. After Azzaria and I left the castle we met up with the others and I said a quick goodbye. Donning my new armor, I take a moment to admire myself and the stat increase it provides. Some of the armor actually took a hit in stats with the new method they are calculated, like the bracers. Overall though, the change was a positive one in all my stats. Ready, I ported Thia and I to a place on the road near the human capital and we took to the air, heading east. Over an hour later we’re approaching the desert where Gem came from.  
 
    Alone on Thia’s back I enjoy the time together with her. Through our bond passes a warm contentment that tells me she enjoys the closeness of our journey as well. It’s just us on this trip so that Thia isn’t weighted down and we can travel as fast as possible. As long as I’m taken to the place once I will be able to open a door to it again in the future, so I needed to take the trip and Thia is the fastest way to cover the distance. 
 
    During the trip I take a moment to review the changes being a Champion to a goddess has brought me. Opening up the status menu I look to the new title there. Focusing in on the glowing item pulls me in, much like when choosing a profession. The disorientation is enough that I can feel my body teeter on the edge of falling off Thia. My familiar shifts and keeps me planted on her back. What is before my sight is a galaxy. At least that is all I can think of to describe it. There is a floating center and two glowing arms spiraling out from it. 
 
    As I watch, the view zooms in, and I can see “Gwydia” written within the pattern of glowing lights, with a “3” next to it. Each arm that comes off the center is a different color with those in the center a crystal blue and violet color. The one from the right side is made up of red and purple lights and curves down and around. On the left is an arm that consists of white and gold lights and curves up. On each arm is a bubble where there is something listed.  
 
    On the red and purple arm is something called Demonic Aura written in the bubble. According to the description it creates an area around the user that causes fear and indecision in enemies within 30 feet. On the gold and white arm is listed Angelic Aura. This will reduce negative effects on allies within 30 feet by 10% when active. They both also mention that only one aura can be active at a time, so using both isn’t an option. After those, I can’t see the names or descriptions of anything farther down the arms, though there are additional bubbles there. 
 
    If I was to guess just from these two things it seems like the angelic side offers things to help allies and the demonic side to hinder enemies. The decision is difficult to make. I don’t see anything that would stop me from picking from both sides, but the best payouts are always further down the talent tree and I don’t think this is an exception. After some deliberation I’m leaning toward the angelic side. I cringe a little as I come to that decision, but I’m always with a group. And as the leader of a budding community that could become more, being able to inspire and support my people ultimately turned the tide for my decision. 
 
    Placing the first of the three CP I have into Angelic Aura the number three in the center of the galaxy changes to two and the next bubble on the arm is revealed. Gwydia’s Mercy is the next one in line and I place the next point there. It’s a passive talent with a set increase to all healing magic effects of 5%. So far, the theory of the theme behind each arm is holding up. The next thing to come is Song of Redemption. Apparently, this ability increases moral and fighting spirit for allies within 30 feet. One confusing thing is that none of these have costs associated with them. 
 
    Then out of nowhere, like the information for spells learned from talents, I knew. The energy for these abilities comes from Gwydia and the power that I feed her. The passive boosts like Gwydia’s Mercy will always be there, but Angelic Aura and Song of Redemption may not happen unless Gwydia allows it. I still don’t fully understand this arrangement, but as a Champion of Gwydia I’m able to channel a minuscule part of her power. That is what allows me to use these powers. 
 
    Pondering the new dynamic of my relationship with Gwydia takes a little time. Eventually I close out the Champion Menu, knowing there is much I still have to learn about this world. Every time I think I’ve got a hold of the rules of this world something else comes to light. Shaking off those thoughts, I close out the screens and pay attention to the trip once more. 
 
    The speed at which Thia flies is actually surprising. Her wing beats are eating up the miles quickly, which is why we were able to make it to the desert in such a short time. Gem told me it’s called the Shifting Sands desert. Grass becomes sparse beneath us, before giving way to hard packed dirt. Soon we’re over the sandy desert floor and the temperature noticeably jumps. The breeze from our flight is keeping me comfortable though. In comfortable silence we watch the landscape pass by beneath us. 
 
    During the flight I had been ruminating on the things Gwydia told us. A hundred different Mana Founts to claim across the world. On top of that, there are probably overpowered Champions protecting some of them. And the divine commandment given to them by their patrons is to take me out. I have to say I’m not too happy about that. I wanted to build a home for myself here, and I did, but I thought I would be able to relax at some point.  
 
    From what Gwydia said, it’s unlikely that I can just sit back and enjoy life. The Empire of Light is likely to have a Champion of their own, and they have their sights on this little part of the world. If that is the truth, then defending the pass will likely only work for so long. Still, those are all future concerns. Right now, we have the vampire threat to worry about. 
 
    No one has been able to find any sign of the vampire lair to this point. Thia didn’t see anything on her fly over yesterday and none of the scouts returned with any hint as to where they could be. The only thing we have to go off of right now is that the sightings and attacks all seem to be on villages to the north of Thunderbird’s Roost. The feeling of urgency tugs at the back of my mind, urging me to do something, anything. 
 
    My thoughts are pulled back to the here and now by Thia. She is sending me an image through the bond we share. It’s of a battle. More information from her tells me that these images are real-time. With her heightened eyesight she is seeing the events from afar, but the encounter is in front of us and we’ll be there shortly. It looks like a group of lamia, all dressed in a hodgepodge of armor, are fighting something. Their opponents are difficult to see at first as they’re a dark tan, making it hard to get details from when against the sandy background.  
 
    The snake-people are fighting large scorpions. They’re mostly around the size of a large dog, but there are a lot of them. A few of them are larger though, about the size of a compact car. In the back of the lamias that are fighting look to be the old and young of the little tribe. Holding back from the main fighting group, they are not without problems of their own. Children with rocks are smashing the ground with their makeshift weapons and the older lamias are slapping the group with their tails. All of this in an attempt to fight off all the smaller hand sized ones that got through the defensive line. 
 
    They need help. Maybe they can successfully defend themselves from the desert creatures. Unfortunately, it’s obvious they will experience casualties. Already there are injured fighters that are falling back from the defense. As we circle over all the action, I can’t take it. I don’t know these people, but I can’t just sit by while they’re killed. Sending a quick thought to Thia with my plan, I then leap off her back to free fall. Only after I’m falling does she have a chance to tell me how dumb she thinks the plan is. 
 
    Despite the fear welling up within me about skydiving without a parachute, I revel in the feeling of freedom. Hurtling toward the ground at terminal velocity was exhilarating. I laugh as I fall, the sound being torn away from me by the wind as it rips past my body. This isn’t some insane suicide attempt, though; I have a plan. Approaching the ground at high speeds, and my ultimate end, I prepare my lifeline. It was a stray thought when I bought it, but it got me thinking. Dropping in on an enemy could be a good surprise tactic. Or an awesome entrance. 
 
    That’s how I find myself a hundred feet from the ground, casting a spell I’ve never had before. Admittedly, this wasn’t the smartest idea. Slow Fall is released, and I can feel it take hold. It doesn’t jerk me to a reasonable speed like a parachute would though. The air resistance that is keeping me from falling any faster abruptly increases and I can feel my speed decreasing. The closer to the ground I get the slower I go until I’m ten feet off the ground and almost to a reasonable speed. 
 
    When I touch down it’s as if I jumped from a height of about five or six feet. A little rough on the landing, I still stick it and catch my balance. No one notices me as I appear between the defenders and the civilians. Disappointed at the lack of attention my entrance caused, I survey the area. I guess I can’t really blame them for being distracted, what with all the poisonous insectoids trying to devour them. 
 
    First thing is first, help the non-combatants. With a mental message to Thia I send her to help the front line. Raising my hand to the civilians I cast Waterspout. The jet of water that comes out is bigger than I remember it, but it has been a while since I used it and my stats are much better now. Moving my hand, I direct the water all over the area around the lamias. The sand and advancing scorpion like creatures are thoroughly soaked. Cutting the spell, I quickly cast Frost. The cold air is blunted by the extreme heat of the desert and I have to push more mana into the spell to get the full effect. It’s enough and the attacking bugs freeze solid. 
 
    No longer being attacked, the old and young lamias look up to me. When they actually get a good look at me, fear is the first emotion visible on their faces. Then confusion takes over after they glance around and see only me. Really, that is the best I could expect considering the situation. They start smashing the frozen enemies and I turn my attention to the real fight. I didn’t get a chance to use Identify on the smaller ones, so I take a moment to do that now on the dog-sized ones. 
 
      
 
    Sand Scorpid, Level 15, Soldier. HP: 100%. 
 
      
 
    Compared to me these guys aren’t much of a threat, but there are a lot of them. The lamias are mostly Levels 15-17, so even if there weren’t so many of them coming, it still would have been a difficult fight. Already Thia is firing lightning bolts down on the advancing creatures. She shrank down to her normal size but hasn’t changed forms. Running up behind the fighters gets me an odd look from one that is falling back behind the line.  
 
    The lamias all have the colored scales in patterns of desert snakes. The one falling back is striped tan and black below the waist. His arm is hanging useless to his side and there are a couple of rents in his scaled hide that are bleeding. Coming to a stop, I point to him and channel mana. My Heal spell forms in a gold tinted green light that jumps to the injured lamia. The light sinks into him and the rents close. There is also a popping sound that causes the man to flinch before he starts moving his no-longer-wounded arm. 
 
    Before I can move on, I notice he is still pale as he looks at me in surprise. Since we aren’t in a party I can’t see if he is afflicted with something, but it seems like a safe bet that he is poisoned. Just to be sure, I cast Cure on him and turn to the fighters a few feet in front of me. This little skirmish seems like the perfect time to find out what happens with my new Champion abilities. 
 
    To start, Angelic Aura is activated. An energy I never felt before wells up from within me. It’s like the most concentrated mana I ever felt, coming forth to suffuse my body. The feeling is familiar too, like that of what it feels like to be near Gwydia, only diluted a little. A warm, comforting feeling seems to be pouring out of me. Not only do I notice it, but a couple of the nearby fighters take quick glances back at me. 
 
    Next is Song of Redemption. When I release this ability, the same feeling surges forth. This time the weird concentrated energy leaks out and something can be heard. A choir of voices comes in just at the peripheral of hearing range. It is too soft to understand any of the words but it’s a haunting, otherworldly melody that sounds like it is coming from everywhere and nowhere at the same time. Doubts that I didn’t know I even had melt away. Worry about the people fighting in front of me, and for the girls that have wormed their way into my heart, fades away. Determination and focus take the place of the worry and doubts. 
 
    The fighters all stand straighter and their blows are harder. Most are using large two-handed swords, but there are a few who carry smaller ones, coupled with a metal shield. With renewed vigor, the lamia fighters cut down the last of those in this wave. As I look beyond them, I can see another larger wave of monsters building. More of them are pulling themselves free of the sand they were buried under. I notice this wave is going to include one of the bigger scorpids too, it stepping forward with its smaller brethren when the charge begins. As the lamias look at me in the brief respite, I check out the bigger threat.  
 
      
 
    Sand Scorpid Patriarch, Level 20, Bruiser. HP: 100%. 
 
      
 
    That could be a problem. Better I get started now then. With the lamias looking at me, I start with support spells. First is Consecrate to increase regeneration for the fighters. Next I summon a golem to assist with holding back the tide of enemies. Before I can do anything else the line of defenders is busy once more dodging poisonous tails and deflecting pinching claws. I cast a Fireball next, using Folded Space to send it down on the back line of the attacking scorpids. High pitched screams join the clang of chitin on metal. 
 
    Through the flailing claws and shifting fighters I can see the patriarch advancing. To distract it for a moment I send an Ice Lance his way. The spear of frozen liquid sails through the air to embed in its back between the segments. At head height, it’s easy to hear the scream that comes from its horrid mouth. The mandibles shake in agitation as the sound cuts off. A moment later the beast is turning in circles and trying to pry the foreign object from its armored flesh. My distraction worked but the ice is melting quickly so I don’t know for how long it will last. 
 
    The lamia’s defensive line is holding, for now, but it’s only a matter of time before it falls at this rate. I send out another heal to help prop up one injured fighter before working on enlisting some help. Looking over the dead scorpids lying around, I choose those that are the most intact and start casting. Raise Lesser Undead is another first time for me today. It goes off without a hitch though and a mostly intact tan scorpid rises from the ground nearby. The hole in its back where a sword originally killed it doesn’t seem to bother it at all.  
 
    Without preamble, the newly risen ally dives into the fray to attack its former friends. With over 120 WIS from all my new gear, I can raise up to 12 zombie scorpids to help out. I start raising them and focus on the more intact, higher level corpses to use. The spell only allows me to raise something of Level 17 or lower but that is the same as the highest for these smaller ones. A few die, but soon I have my control limit of 12 working to lessen the strain on our line. 
 
    The ice from my attack on the big guy has worn off by now and he is almost on top of the lamias before I notice. Quicksand is my response, and just in time too. A moment before it gets in claw range of a wide-eyed lamia, its legs sink into the suddenly soft sand. The large creature thrashes and fights the pull of my spell for a few precious moments as one of the better armored lamias near the center calls out an order. As one, the whole line of fighters takes a step back. Another barked word and another step back. This happens a few more times until they’re 20 feet away from the patriarch. 
 
    I change focus and alternate between healing lamias, lobbing fireballs, and raising scorpids for a couple rounds. It has been only half the duration of my spell, but I check on the patriarch just the same. I don’t see it though. There is no thrashing or movement under the sand either. I’m wondering if it died somehow, but only for a half second before there is a tortured scream to my left. A large scorpid tail is protruding from the sand in front of a man with a double handed sword. The straight blade falls from nerveless fingers and the poisoned tail spearing him in the chest rises into the air. 
 
    From the ground before the unfortunate defender emerges the patriarch, free and clear. Understanding dawns in my mind. These things can travel under the sand, not just lay in wait. I try to send a heal to the impaled man, but it’s already too late. Tossing the body behind and off his stinger, the huge arachnid turns to the nearest defender.  
 
    The lamia woman fares better than her comrade did, now that the surprise is gone. Raising her shield there is a sound like a gong as she deflects the blow. The power behind it still sends her off-balance, and she curls her tail behind her to better brace herself. This time it hits her with one claw, which she blocks, but the second one throws her back again. Before it can follow up its attack on her Thia comes to the rescue. Three golden feathers slam into the back of the scorpid. There is another screech from the multi-legged horror, and it ratchets up an octave when golden lightning falls from the clear sky into its feathers. 
 
    It isn’t over yet, and a quick check shows the patriarch is only down to half HP. If the patriarch is left unchecked this is going to get really bad. Without a better idea, I cast Weaken Defense and shout a warning to the woman. She backs away and to the side before engaging a smaller scorpid. Then I use the armed Stasis spell I have been keeping on hand. The Patriarch freezes, along with everything around it. It’s an odd thing to see, with its armored legs lifted in an impossible balancing act, and grains of sand floating in midair.  
 
    There isn’t time to admire the scene though. There are ten seconds for me to lay it on and I start with an Ice Lance aimed at the joints connecting each claw to the main body. With the remaining seconds I channel Sun Beam directly at the scorpid’s face. The effect is interesting. The beam hits the stasis field and stops. It doesn’t really look like there is any movement at first, but slowly the light moves forward. It is also concentrating the more I push into it. 
 
    When the time dilation ends my attacks continue forward. The Sun Beam quickly out distances the Ice Lances and begins boring a hole in its face. The claws start moving to block, but then my other spells land. Where they pierce it in the joints prevents it from doing so. A few extra seconds of channeling the spell causes the monster to spasm and twitch before going limp. Looking around now shows the last few of the wave being dealt with. 
 
    When there is a lull in the fighting the lamia that barked orders earlier turns to me. “I don’t know what you are doing here but we thank you for the help. My name is Amit.” He is a muscular guy, one of the shield bearers. His black snake body reminds me of a cobra. After his statement I get a request to join his raid group, which I accept. The familiar raid interface appears in my vision letting me know the status of all the members. 
 
    It was really hard to tell who needed help the most when I was trying to heal. Visible wounds were the only thing I had to go on. This makes prioritizing much easier though. I only pause for a moment to down a mana potion before I start sending out healing spells, no time to talk. We can get acquainted after the battle. 
 
    Thia swoops down as I work and shifts as she lands next to me. Through our bond she tells me she does more damage with her equipment. I can’t argue with that, even though she would be safer flying overhead. It looks like we are going to need every bit of help we can get because the last two of the bigger ones are forming up with the emerging smaller scorpids. Thia’s little performance garnered a lot of attention, but Amit quickly brings the lamias’ focus back to the gathering wave of enemies. 
 
    Shortly after bringing all of my new allies to full health the scorpid wave advances on us. There was another surprise in store for us though. From the back of the charging horde of monsters the sand turns in a wide area. A couple seconds see the tension all around me skyrocket, but I can feel the Song of Redemption bolstering my own resolve. It must be working for everyone else because not one of the fighters turns away from the battle.  
 
    Then it emerges. A scorpid twice the size of the largest so far bursts from the ground in a shower of sand. Tail flexing and claws snapping audibly, the towering creature stands about ten feet tall at the head and easily twice that for the high point of its tail. And I thought things looked bad before. If this thing would have showed up when I wasn’t assisting, I don’t know if the lamias could have even stood a chance. As it is, I’m still worried. Better to know than not, I guess. 
 
      
 
    Nairobi: Sand Scorpid Matriarch, Level 27, Sand Terror. HP: 100%. 
 
      
 
    A named creature is a bad sign. On top of that it’s even higher in level than I am. Sand Terror is a new class too. I don’t know what it means but all of this is looking like a difficult fight is ahead. On top of that there are more of the smaller ones than ever before. If there is a chance of taking out the Matriarch, then Thia and I are going to need the lamias to handle the rest. It makes me wish that Fuar was here to help, but he opted to stay with Azzaria and the others. The new wave formed farther away than last time so there is a little bit of an opportunity here. Taking the time to cast something more powerful, I watch as the chitinous enemies approach us together. 
 
    When a large amount of mana needed is gathered, I shout a warning to the raid and send the spell forward. Like before, it takes a few seconds, but the wind quickly builds, pulling a large amount of sand into a funnel. As it gets stronger it starts pulling arachnid bodies into it, which are then quickly obscured by the sand. Some claw and fight, trying to stay grounded, but even the patriarchs can’t hold on by the time it gets to full strength. 
 
    The only exception is the Matriarch. She digs her huge legs into the sand as far as she can go. The Tornado spell touched down only a few feet behind her but, being the heaviest, she had the most time to dig in before my spell could move her. laying her big body flat on the sand with her legs as deep as they could go was just too much leverage, and after a few seconds of fruitless hoping I let the spell drop. 
 
    It may not have damaged the biggest scorpid, but my spell does take care of almost all the rest. The smaller ones come tumbling out of the sky to hit the ground with jarring force. The air is filled with the crunching and snapping of armored plates as the two patriarchs come down next. Only a few of the smaller ones that got lucky on landing survived and the patriarchs were both heavily damaged, one with a broken leg and the other had a claw snapped off. 
 
    The mana potion was doing its job but there is still a moment of lightheadedness from the huge expenditure. During that time, I got a number of looks from the nearby lamias. Some were fearful, but at least half were impressed, almost respectful. With a nod to Thia after my recovery we both start in on the attack. We’ve got to keep on the offensive now. The survivors from my spell had already returned to their charge by then but my lovely familiar’s Ball and Chain skill wreaks havoc on the advance. 
 
    I focus on the patriarchs, trying to deal with them before they get in range by launching Fireballs at them. The Matriarch seems to be holding back now, hopefully scared of us now. My wishes are dashed when the largest of the scorpids shoots its tail forward. A fine spray of clear liquid shoots from the stinger. Whatever that is, it isn’t water. The woman tank that was taking blows from the patriarch earlier is the target. She sees it coming and has just enough time to crouch, taking cover behind her shield. 
 
    The woman stands again but makes a surprised sound as her metal shield hisses and smokes from something corrosive. She throws it down and takes a fighting position with just the shorter sword. With that kind of attack, I need to focus solely on the matriarch, hoping that the rest can deal with the wounded patriarchs. A mental command stops Thia from her attacks. Leaping into the air once more, she shifts and flaps to gain altitude. 
 
    `The whole flight I can hear her complaining about just shifting and then needing to go right back to her bird form. She still obliges me and activates Merge. Translucent, she swings around and dives into me from behind, the wings the only thing that don’t disappear within me. A moment later and I can feel them grow to a size that will accommodate my flight. The process is pretty quick but still takes a few seconds. During that time Nairobi has already fired again, sending lamias diving out of the way. 
 
    Jumping into the air, aided more than ever by my increased strength and agility, I take wing. flapping as hard as I can I try and close the gap before the huge scorpid can fire again. I’m unsuccessful in that and a male lamia isn’t fast enough to avoid getting splashed by the substance. There is screaming but he wasn’t directly hit so he doesn’t die outright. Healing him may save his life right now, but that would give Nairobi more of a chance to kill others with the dangerous secretion. 
 
    The judgment call is sound, but the screams are still heartrending. Focusing that energy on ending this fight I tuck my wings and rocket toward the boss scorpid’s back. Falling again, I call my weapon forth, the staff slithering off my bracer and into my hand. Then it takes its newest form, that of a scythe with the wings at the head as blades. There wasn’t a chance to practice with it like this yet, but the plan doesn’t require a whole lot of finesse. Just before slamming into the massive death machine I rear back with all my might.  
 
    At the last second, I flare my wings to slow my body some but use all that momentum to swing the staff over my head and down into the chitinous armor. A much deeper scream from the matriarch than any other scorpid is my reward. Gripping tightly to my weapon I hold on as the boss starts spinning. The hope was that it would sting itself and help me out, but no such luck this time. It takes both hands on my weapon to prevent being thrown, but I persevere. 
 
    Finally, it stops, like it got dizzy or something. Instead of stumbling, its tail rears back in the way it did before launching the caustic liquid. “Not on my watch pal,” slips out of my mouth almost involuntarily before I slap a hand to a spot nearby. Mana bolts stream forth to chip away at the thick exoskeleton. It’s just in time too, because as the tail starts shooting forward one of my mana bolts punctures the last of the plating. 
 
    The whole titanic beast below me shudders in pain and the tail freezes in shock mid movement. That is my cue. Another huge amount of mana builds in my hand before I stick it down into the hole full of slimy ichor. The thick, red substance inside the wounds coats my hand and makes me want to gag just at the feel of it. Heat blossoms from my hand and fills the wound but doesn't burn me. The armed Dragon’s Breath finally got used, and it’s all I hoped for. White hot flames pour into Nairobi and turn her innards to ash. Holding the attack in place for the duration causes the plate beneath me to heat up. 
 
    As I was concentrating so hard on maintaining the attack, I didn’t notice the twitching body beneath me. The death grip I had on my weapon kept me in place. When I am done, I do notice the movement stop, though. That is when I fell a third time today. The overgrown arachnid that was standing previously just went limp, dropping itself and me to the ground below. When the main body impacts the ground, I finally lose my grip and tumble over the side. 
 
    Slowly raising my head, I look around to find Thia lying beside me. Merge must have ended when we fell. Slithering our way at the speed of a sprint are a few of the fighters from the raid group. They quickly surround me and Thia, now in her elvish form, before the leader moves in front of me. Sitting up fully I wave to him before he can say a word. “Hi, I’m Vol.” Then I try on my most disarming smile. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Those weren’t the only lamias from the desert we saw that day. Continuing the flight over the desert revealed a number of other groups traveling over the sands. We didn’t stop to talk to them because we had already spent a lot of time with the others we met. It’s already past noon and we haven’t even made it to the mountain pass yet. 
 
    Our visit with the tribe we helped went pretty well. Turns out they were called the Torunajo clan. When I came to my senses after the fall the lamias that looked so threatening before helped me up. The injured ones were being cared for as we joined the group. They didn’t have anyone with magical healing, and they ran out of potions during the encounter. The man that was hit with that corrosive poison was a lost cause but there were others I was able to help. 
 
    As we fly east, I recall the conversation I had with Amit. That tribe was moving through the more dangerous center part of the desert where we found them because of something worse. Something was causing people to disappear during the night. In the southern part of the Shifting Sands, it strikes, but there are no signs of struggle, and people are just discovered missing the next day. I also asked Amit about the Sheridan clan, but they didn’t know where to find them. 
 
    Now I watch the last of the desert below give way to stunted grass and random boulders. In the distance Thia and I can see the mountains. Soon, we’ll be there, and we can look for the pass through the range. Before we get there, and since I have nothing better to do, I look through the messages waiting for my attention. Enchanting went up 3 levels from the work I did on Timbre’s armor. Identify, Death, and Light type magic picked up 2 levels too. 
 
    There were a few more single level gains for me in Life, Air, and Water magic. Lastly, Advanced Mana Control picked up another level. Thia also picked up 3 levels in Ball and Chain, 2 in Bladestrike, and 1 in Merge. And there were a few new items that I spent a little more time reading over. 
 
      
 
    You have earned the ability Scythe Mastery Level 2. Scythe Mastery has been combined with Staff Mastery. 
 
      
 
    You have earned the ability Polearm Mastery Level 20. Polearm Mastery has reached Level 20. You gain the skill Piercing Strike for reaching Level 20 in a weapon mastery and for performing the skill with that weapon. 
 
      
 
    LEVEL UP! 
 
    You have increased your level by 1. 
 
    You are now Level 24. 
 
    As a Void Human, you get 6 points to apply to your Stats, 1 Celestial Mage Talent Point and 1 Divine Mage Talent Point. 
 
    As you are a Mage, +1 INT +1 WIS are allocated. You currently have 4 undistributed SP, 1 undistributed Celestial Mage TP and 1 undistributed Divine Mage TP. 
 
    You can distribute these from your status page. 
 
    Continue to increase your level to follow the path of true power. 
 
    Fight for the RIGHT to survive! 
 
      
 
    LEVEL UP! 
 
    Your Familiar, Thia, has increased in level by 1. 
 
    Thia is now Level 24. 
 
    As your Familiar, she gets 5 points to apply to her Stats, and 2 Talent Points. 
 
    Thia currently has 5 undistributed SP, and 2 undistributed TP. 
 
    You can distribute these from your Familiar’s status page. 
 
    Continue to increase your Familiar’s level to follow the path of true power. 
 
    Fight for the RIGHT to survive! 
 
      
 
    The mountains are getting close now, but I quickly place the SP for myself with one each into INT and WIS with the last two in VIT. The hope is that I can bring VIT to 50 and see what the bonus for that is. That is going to be a ways in the future though. In the Celestial Mage talent tree, I quickly place the point into Temporal Empowerment. This will increase the effectiveness for all my Time spells by 10% this time and another 10% with the next talent point. 
 
    Quickly moving on, I check out what is available in the Divine Mage talent tree this level.  There are some good choices, but I can only choose one. Passive Retribution, Unstable Mind and Dispel are all on the table. Passive Retribution would allow me to keep Retribution on myself for a reduction in mana regeneration. Unstable Mind is a Transmutation spell that alters a targets brain chemistry and inflicts a random debuff. 
 
    What I finally go with is Dispel. For 50 MP this spell will allow me to disrupt the target's spell casting. It has a cooldown of one minute, but it could be extremely useful on enemy mages up to 50 feet away. Done with my own status updates, I move on to Thia. Four SP go into INT in order to bring it to 50 and giving her the Quick Study ability. The last of Thia’s points goes into AGI. 
 
    Having already discussed this some in the past with Thia, I place her next talent point in Static Defense. This new ability is from the lightning branch of the tree. It allows Thia to create a static field around herself that discharges an electric shock on any attackers. By this point we’re over the mountains. Turning my attention back to Thia’s talent tree I get to see something different emerge. The fog that obscures the next tier down recedes and reveals changes to Thia’s fundamental nature. 
 
    All the talents that have points invested in them now have lines leading off them to converge on a few different choices. These would evolve Thia’s race like the large cat we saw, Slink. There are three to choose from right now with names I never heard of before. The three options are called Rain Bird, Pamola, and Quetzalcoatl. A quick thought directed to my familiar about this gets a quick response. She wants to wait and says she will look over the three choices available and choose later. Then she sends me an image of the pass we are looking for. 
 
    Just ahead is our goal. I can’t see it yet with my own eyes, but through Thia we can. The pass is far smaller than I thought it would be. Somewhere around a mile wide was what I was expecting. In reality it only spanned about a hundred yards. This was a relief. I thought I was going to be spending a lot of time here to get the place in shape to repel an invasion. 
 
    As we approach, Thia sets me down on the road leading out of the pass. We landed around a bend to prevent anyone guarding the pass to see our entrance. The large Thunderbird flares its wings below me, and I’m pressed against her back as her legs absorb the impact. After a moment I hop down and Thia shrinks down to her normal size to perch on my shoulder. It has been awhile since she did that and I find myself a little nostalgic.  
 
    Reaching up, I scratch her head for a second before walking down the road. As I turn the corner, I can finally get a good look at what is here. Disappointment is all I can really muster at the underwhelming vision of fortifications. A wooden tower stands about ten feet tall in the center of the pass and a wall only half that stretches out to both sides. To the left of the tower is a gate that can barely be called that. The rickety piece of wood is just a section of the fence with a rope tying a post from the fence to one on the gate. The makeshift hinge is the only thing holding it up as it is. 
 
    Walking up the road gets the attention of a couple of the human guards stationed there. A call comes from the top of the tower and the two at the bottom turn in my direction. Drawing their swords, they start walking our way. Not wanting to alarm them I stop and let them approach me. The guards are wearing basic leather armor and steel short swords. It’s obvious that the guarding of this pass was not a priority in the past. 
 
    “Hello there!” I call to them as they get near. Despite not being the most impressive-looking soldiers, my skill tells me they are Levels 21 and 22. 
 
    The one on the right stops a step closer than the one on the left before challenging me. “What is your business here?” turning his head to the side curiously he also asks, “And what are you?” 
 
    My altered appearance strikes again. “I’m human,” I tell him with not a small amount of exasperation. Then I point to my hair. “Some magical effect is causing this and I’m not sure if it is permanent yet or not. That isn’t important though. I’m here to help fortify this location.” Leaning to the side in order to get another look at the dilapidated barrier protecting the kingdom from invasion, I then give the guard a look. 
 
    The guard who was talking lowers his sword a little. From behind him the other one speaks up. “What are you doing? He could be here to weaken the position instead of help.”  
 
    The first guard whirls on him, no longer caring to keep his sword pointed at me at all. “Weaken it. Is that even possible? A strong enough wind could probably drop the wall. Yesterday you nearly fell out of the tower when it shifted suddenly. You and I know exactly why we are here—and it isn’t to prevent anyone from getting through.” 
 
    Wow. Seems like this place is worse off than I thought. When the first one turns back to me, he asks what I can do. The other one just grumbles but stays otherwise silent. I follow the men back toward the wall and its tower. “So, what are you going to do to help the situation here?” 
 
    Giving him a cocky smile, I head over to the gate. The cockiness is quickly counterbalanced by the difficulty I have opening the gate. When I get out through it, I take position in front of the tower. Forming the spell circle in my hand for Shape Earth I get started. The spell is slow, but the mana-drain from constantly channeling it is low. With my reduction in spell cost and high mana regeneration I can keep the spell up for a long time.  
 
    As I raise a square-shaped building in the center of the valley, I watch my mana usage. It’s somewhere between one and two per second. That means I should have around thirty minutes of constant use before I bottom out. The tower comes out with a crenelated top. On the bottom floor is an opening that goes through the middle for a gate to be mounted in. On either side are doorways that go to staircases leading up. On the second floor over the entranceway is a room for the guards to bunk in, with two doors that lead out the sides. The whole process to create the two-story tower takes forever, as well as all my mana, with a little borrowed from Thia. Stopping just before I’m out completely saves me from passing out, but my breath is coming in gasps and I’m sweating. 
 
    The soldiers that have been manning the barricade behind me all come out to walk around the tower and look it over excitedly. Meanwhile, I take a seat on the rocky ground and lean against the wooden wall. Five minutes later I’ve recovered and less than fifteen minutes later my mana is full once more. It’s nice to have a high regeneration. 
 
    Thia flew up to the top of the tower when I sat and watches, sending supportive feelings through our bond as I get to my feet again. Stepping up to the left side of the tower I start raising stone again. This is a little easier than doing the tower because it’s far less complex. Fifteen feet tall, the top of the wall has battlements. Other than that, it’s just a tall wall. Currently the only way to reach the top of the wall is to go through the tower. Later I might raise the height of both the wall and tower and ad a few other access points to the walls, but for now this will do. 
 
    The wall makes it to the sheer cliff side in the pass just before Thia and I ran out of mana again. Another round of recovery and I do the same thing on the other side of the tower. The soldier that spoke to me first walks over when I’m done. Out of breath I take a moment to catch it. “I can’t really help you much with the gate at the moment, but this should help out a little. I’ll be back with a few things that can help out in case of attack. Should be a few days before that though.” 
 
    He nods to me and looks over the tower and wall cutting off the whole valley. “This is far more that we were expecting anyways. We can repurpose the old wall and tower to put together a couple gates for the tower.” Looking back to me he holds my eyes with his. “Thank you for this. This station isn’t particularly rife with fighting, but it does weigh on us what we’re guarding it from. It was no secret that we’re here mainly to just get a message back if there is an attack. These fortifications will help us rest a little easier.” 
 
    That makes a lot of sense. The purpose of this position here is to delay the enemy so that word could get back to the kingdom if an actual invasion force tried to cross the mountains. The soldiers here were all slated as expendable. Only one was ever expected to be able to escape and bring word. The rest were meant to die delaying a superior force so one could leave. The change in mood is obvious when you look around now. When Thia and I first arrived, there was a very fatalistic pall hanging over the place. Now though, soldiers are smiling as they strip the old battlements to fashion something for the new gate. 
 
    Working on the tower and wall took a few hours and it was getting dark. Waving goodbye to the soldiers, I walk off to where we landed. When I get there Thia lands and shifts back to her bipedal form. I cast my spell and we walk through the magic door in front of us to the main hall of the castle in Thunderbird’s Roost. What we find is a couple of guards staring at us. From their expressions and drawn weapons, it’s apparent these two are new. They must be from the new arrivals that came in with the other villagers. 
 
    “Calm down guys, just me coming home.” The two of them share a look and relax. When they sheath their weapons, I give them a nod and walk toward the exit. In the main square of Thunderbird’s Roost, I stop, not knowing where to go. Where were the other girls at this time? We never worked out where to meet up after I returned. There is one idea that comes to mind. 
 
    After the pause we walk north, to the training grounds. Despite the fact that it’s now dark the sounds of metal clashing can be heard the closer we get to the training grounds. Following the sounds brings us to one of the training rings. The sight here that greats us is not what we expected. Facing off against Grondar is a bipedal wolf hybrid. The leader of the guard is using a hammer and shield. Facing off against him, the wolf-person is swinging a familiar two-handed hammer and blocking with a coffin-lid-shaped buckler. 
 
    It must be Timbre he is fighting but she never took on this form before. When she notices us approach, she breaks off from her fight and bounds over to me in a single leap. Clearing the short wall around the training ground she quickly scoops me up into and bear hug. I guess it would be a wolf hug at this point. She is taller than before, actually a few inches taller than me now. After a shocked moment I return the hug. 
 
    Pulling away, I hold onto her armor-clad upper arms and get a good look at her. The new armor has conformed to her new shape. The helm now fits over the top of her jaw, leaving the bottom free, and the greaves changed to hug her backward jointed legs. She looks like an armor-clad werewolf. Looking to the slits for eyes in the wolf helm I ask the obvious question. “What is this? How are you able to do it?” 
 
    Her head tilts to the side in that curious way that is Timbre and a moment later she shrinks a little. The snout disappears and her legs go back to normal. It's fascinating to watch the subtle shift of the armor as it accommodates the change. Back to her regular wolfkin form she can answer. “Sorry. It’s hard to talk like that. You gained a level so I could choose to evolve. I’m now a Loup Garou. It allows me to change between my direwolf and wolfkin forms—and a form in between, like you just saw.” 
 
    That explains it. With all the construction I was focused on I almost forgot the level up. That reminds me of the choice Thia put off earlier. “That is awesome. I assume it gives you boosts when you take on that form?” She nods and I hug her again. Azzaria, Gem, Ian, and Vorak all arrive while we are hugging and greet us. Done with those I turn to Thia. 
 
    She knows what I’m going to ask. “Yes, I’ve chosen the advancement I want.” The others all gather around to see what happens. At a quick question from me Thia feeds me what she knows of the three choices. From the information she starts streaming through the bond I can tell some of it is from the descriptions in her talent tree, but most of it is what she knows from where she came from before I summoned her. 
 
    A Rain Bird is something that has the power to bring storms. This includes the power over water and air along with lightning. Rain Birds are also bigger than Thunderbirds, bigger than her mount form even. Thia doesn’t want this one or a Pamola either. The Pamola is a creature much like a harpy, but with the head of another animal. From the images she sends it could be the head of almost any mammal. For this form Thia would gain more general power over air. More specific power over water would come with the change as well, though it would be focused on ice and cold. 
 
    None of these are what Thia has chosen though. Quetzalcoatl, or the feathered serpent, is a large pseudo dragon-like creature with both scales and feathers. But I’ll get a better look in a second when she takes her new shape. Nodding to Thia, I open the familiar talent tree and select it. A warning pops up to confirm my choice, which I do. A soft glow envelopes my familiar as we all watch. It starts in the middle of her chest and soon envelopes her whole body. 
 
    The light expands and we all take a step away to give Thia some room. As the light slowly fades it reveals a much changed Thia. She now has a long coiled up serpent body with long reptilian legs, two sets of wings, and a dragon-like head. The wings and tip of the tail have her signature golden feathers. There is also a mane of the metallic golden feathers around the base of her head. Uncoiling herself some I get a good look at her size. She is as big around as a person, with a length to match. 
 
    When she lifts her head up, I get a look at the stormy gray scales on her belly. They are in sharp contrast to the red colored scales everywhere else. Looking around at us, a long snake-like tongue slips between her long upper fangs. A moment later her body starts to shrink. Smaller and smaller she gets, until she is only a couple feet long. At this point she takes off and flies over to me. Her feathers tickle a little as she wraps around my arm and her scales are warm. In the next couple minutes, she greats Azzaria and Timbre in the same way before shifting back to her elfin form. 
 
    Now that she has her new form and the choice is made, new talents are revealed under her new race. With one talent point left to distribute I take a second to look over the options. There are four, just like the beginning of the tree under Thunderbird. Empowered Flight has three tiers and is a passive talent which uses wind to increase flight speed by 10% for the first tier. Livewire is a talent that makes it so Thia can channel her skills for a continuous effect.  
 
    Sleet has two tiers and the first says it’s an attack skill to shoot frigid water at a target. It also causes a slowing effect on whatever it hits. The last talent there is Scaled. The description says that it increases armor value slightly for any armor worn and for her scales in serpent form. While Thia updates the rest of the team on what we were up to, paying particular attention to the desert encounter, I’m having a silent conversation with her.  
 
    In the end it’s Livewire that Thia chooses. That is all that is left from the level up to take care of. It was bugging me a little to have left that undone and it’s a relief to have it out of the way now. Also, Thia’s new look is pretty cool. What could she later become? Is there even another similar evolution to come in the future? Before I can think along those lines any more the conversation ends. 
 
    “You up for dinner at the Golden Feather Vol?” Azzaria asks.  
 
    I can see that everyone else wants to go, but Gabrielle isn’t here. She may be new to the group, but I feel that she should be included in this. Especially since she isn’t going to be joining us on combat missions. Plus, she is still new to the city, and it just doesn’t seem right to leave her out of it. “If someone will bring Gabrielle to the inn then I’m in.” 
 
    Gem speaks up. “She was practicing with us a little before she said she was going back to the castle. Said she wanted to talk to the council a little to get an idea of what is happening around here.” 
 
    Excitement spikes through the bond with Thia. “I can get her,” she says. Without waiting for anyone to say anything she shifts. In her new feathered serpent form, she takes off in a burst of wind and jets toward the center of the city. 
 
    Azzaria takes hold of my right arm and seeing her, Timbre takes the left. Our whole group starts walking down the road to the main square. On the way the others share their progress in their professions. They were working on them yesterday, but I never had a chance to hear about it. The conversation is good because I really didn’t have any idea about the extent of their abilities. 
 
    In front of the door to the Golden feather we wait for Thia and Gabrielle to arrive. The inns name gets me thinking though. Yeah, it still applies to Thia, but now she isn’t a Thunderbird. The city’s name no longer applies to her, though. As a memento of the past and a fun little history note it makes sense. Five minutes later Thia emerges from the fortifications around the castle entrance. 
 
    Pulling the arm of the princess Thia drags her to the rest of us. She is excited; partly because she got to fly in her new Quetzalcoatl form, and she liked it. There was something else that was enhancing that excitement. As far as I can tell, and Thia won’t answer when I ask, she likes Gabrielle. “Welcome to the Golden Feather Gabrielle. I figured you would like to join us for dinner tonight.” 
 
    She looks at the others but crosses her arms when she gets back to me. “Do you own this place too? Is everyone wearing a slave collar?” She doesn’t look at the others when she says it. The looks the others give her cause Gabrielle to hunch her shoulders. Deflated like that, it reminds me how she is in a new place and surrounded by people she hardly knows. Despite her continued ire directed toward me it just seems like her heart isn’t in it. Almost like she is just following the motions in an attempt to voice her displeasure. 
 
    “No Gabby, I don’t own this place.” The nickname causes her to open her mouth in protest, but I don’t let her say anything. I place a hand on her shoulder, and she shuts her mouth. She doesn’t pull away from me though, so that is a win in my book. “The food is good and there is usually some live entertainment.” Giving the rest a look, their glares go away.  
 
    Inside we find a table next to Grondar. We eat and talk before I address Grondar. “Any news on the vampires?” 
 
    Grondar gets a worried look and shakes his head. “Ever since that last attempt on you there have been no more attempts to infiltrate the city. We have been sending scouts out to further and further distances away but still nothing. I’m worried though, a few of them haven’t reported in yet and they’re a day late.” 
 
    That is worrisome. No news is not good news in my opinion. Something big is coming. The fact that they took shots at us and me means that they see us as a threat of some sort. If they just stopped then it’s likely they are building up to something. I can only hope we are ready for it. There is some comfort in knowing we’ll have a few surprises when the time comes. 
 
    A few drinks later and we all retire to ours rooms again. The long day and repeated use of all my mana make me grateful just to lay down. The four of us don’t do anything, but they help me undress and pass out under the covers. Consciousness slips away as warm bodies slip in next to me. Blissful darkness comes soon. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “ALERT! WAKE UP!” The words resound through my mind and jerk me from my peaceful sleep. I’m not the only one who had their sleep interrupted. Frantically looking around I see the girls all doing the same. We stumble out of bed and don out armor. At least it’s easy to do with my Dimensional Storage ability and their items. If we had to try and suit up in our current states it would have taken a lot longer. 
 
    Piling out of the bedroom we meet Gem, Ian and Gabrielle in the common room of our suite. A glance out onto the balcony tells me it’s still dark. About to ask if anyone knows what is happening my brain begins working again and I call out to IMA instead. “What is going on IMA? Is the city under attack again?” 
 
    “I don’t think so Vol. There is only one signature I don’t recognize that is approaching. I have observed others enter and quickly leave my limit of perception, but they are holding back. It looks like they’re waiting for the one coming our way to deliver a message. Or provide a distraction.” 
 
    That is a little confusing. They never cared for talking to us before, just attacking and killing. “Why do you think that IMA?” 
 
    There is a hesitant pause before she lays out her thought process. “The vampire, and I’m 86% sure it’s a vampire, is approaching in plain sight, no attempt at subtlety. Also, there is a signature I do recognize with the one I don’t. I’ve been conversing with Grondar since I sent out the alert and he thinks it’s one of the scouts he sent out.” 
 
    That could be bad. The question is whether the scout is working with the vampires or if they’re a hostage. Couldn’t hurt to ask, I guess. “Can you tell if the scout with the vampire is working for it, IMA?” 
 
    The answer this time comes much faster. “Unknown. It appears that the vampire is carrying the scout though. They are close together and move as one.” 
 
    Shaking my head to clear the sleepy haze still clouding the edges of my thoughts helps wake me further. The others are all watching, waiting for me to give out orders. “Let’s head down and meet up with Grondar. Sounds like we are going to parley with the enemy soon.” Everyone is armored up by now, except Gabrielle of course, so we leave our rooms immediately. 
 
    On the way out of the castle we finally meet Grondar in the main entryway. He is shouting orders and directing the previously sleeping guards to the eastern wall. Most of the guard stays in the castle from what he has told me in the past, but not all. This isn’t a problem because IMA can pass on to them at their homes where to meet. The last thing he says before he turns to us is for IMA to pass on. 
 
    Seeing all the activity, it seems like overkill to me. There is only one vampire after all. “IMA says there is only one. Do you really need all of the guard up and on the wall for that?” 
 
    He shakes his head in denial. “No, we don’t, but this isn’t everyone. There has been quite a boom in guard membership with our quickly growing population. Still, I don’t trust it. They could be sending one to talk and distract us while they try something else. That is why I’m still sending a decent sized force to the southern wall as well.” 
 
    Looking around, he waves at the room we are in and then to the top of the stairs. “Another force is going to be taking up position here and in the main hall. Since the mana fount is here, I’ve ordered everyone to be confined to quarters for their protection. Better safe than sorry until we have an idea of what is going on.” 
 
    Can’t blame the guy for his caution. This situation is odd. Thinking over what ways this could be a trick I follow Grondar out and head to the east. I eventually give up because nothing I could think of made sense and I had to admit I just didn’t have enough information at the moment. Instead of dwelling on it any longer I ask Grondar a question. “How long before our guest arrives?” 
 
    The grizzled dwarf just grunts, and IMA answers me. “It’s moving quickly but I was able to detect it a good distance out. The vampire should arrive in about thirty minutes.” After that the trek to the wall and the wait was mostly in silence. No talking took place on the wall after we were set, shuffling feet and the clinking of gear are the only sounds to be heard. Standing there on the wall in the dead of night I take in the sky. For a moment I lose myself in the majesty that is the two moons hanging over us. Neither is full so there isn’t much light, but the sight, so unlike my home world, is really starting to feel right. 
 
    A frown pulls at my lips. The dark is an issue. We need to be able to see it when it approaches. IMA says it has stopped in the middle of the bridge and isn’t moving. I’m about to throw a light orb out there when a torch bursts to life next to two figures on the bridge, one in front of the other. Surprisingly, both figures are familiar. The one in front and holding up the burning torch is Steve, the human. He looks nearly frightened out of his wits. Can’t really blame the guy since there is a glowing red eyed monster behind him with a sword to his neck. 
 
    As the second figure moves slightly closer his face is easier to see. A gasp can be heard from a few people on the wall, including a couple next to me. The red eyed creature smiles and reveals his fangs to us all. Dark ashy skin makes them stand out even more as his identity is revealed. Sarel. The self-centered prick got himself converted into a vampire. The dark elf shouldn’t have any memories though, so this could be an attempt to sow fear in us by using a former villager we would be familiar with. 
 
    With a number of questions running through my mind, I can’t help but wonder if his father is alive. Still, Steve needs our help. “Release our man!” I shout out. Sarel’s eyes fix on me and a sneer appears. 
 
    The look he gives me is so full of venom I start to doubt whether or not they really did wipe his mind. His next words answer that question soon enough. “I see she is still hanging around you, filthy human. When I betrayed my father and my new village for the power my master promised I had no idea it would also give me back my memories. Now I find I have to thank him for the chance at revenge too.” 
 
    “Is that why you’re here then, for revenge? Then come and get it!” My taunt seemed to touch a nerve because his face spasms in a grimace. 
 
    He has composed himself a moment later and the sneer is back. “No, unfortunately not. I’m here to deliver a message for my master. A challenge if you will. She knows you have been looking for her, but you are too pathetic to discover her location. My master would like to meet you, and you can bring your little friends too. You will find her at the base of the lone mountain to the north. Come soon or she will send the rest of us to finish off the remaining villages in this forest. Then we’ll come for this place.  
 
    In a blur of motion that is hard to see in the poor lighting Sarel pulls his sword back. A quick thrust and the thin blade bursts from Steven’s chest in a spray of blood. Everyone is frozen in shock for a moment. During that pause Sarel yanks his weapon free and flees at speed back across the bridge and into the forest beyond. Too far away to help him, everyone on the wall scrambles to Steven’s aid. With the gates closed and him bleeding out there on the bridge it’s unlikely he will survive. 
 
    Grabbing Gem by the arm I cast Folded Space at max range. Pulling her through puts us on the bridge in front of the gate. Steve looks at us and flops limply to the ground. Gem and I both cast heal on him a few times. When he doesn’t move, my stomach drops. Poor Elisia. She took a chance to get involved with a human after everything, and I couldn’t stop him from dying. 
 
    Approaching the still body lying in a pool of blood my thoughts become dark. Just as I’m about to kneel down next to him, he twitches. A moment later he bolts upright sucking in a huge lungful of air. Clutching at his bloody chest frantically his distressed eyes land on us. “Damn I’m glad you pulled through,” I say in relief, throwing him another healing spell to be safe. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    After checking him over it took a few more heals to fix up Steve. When the gate opened, he is good enough to get tackled by his girlfriend. Only sparing a moment for the heartening sight I then address Grondar. “Get together a raid. We’re ending this pest problem today.” 
 
    The stout dwarf hesitates for a moment. “But we still need to get there, and then they will be waiting. We shouldn’t rush into this.” 
 
    “That is exactly what we need to do. They're expecting us to come, but they don’t realize how soon we can arrive. If you’ll excuse me, I need to call in a favor.” As I walk back through the gates of the city, I pull out a stone from my inventory. The surface is smooth, and I follow the lines of enchantment with my eyes for a moment. It hasn’t even been two days since I got this and already it’s time. At least I’ve held up my part of the bargain so far. Improvements on the pass fortifications are an ongoing process, but I started. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I clutch the stone in my hand and think of the human king. As I walk back to the castle my team joins me. Even Vorak is here, having joined the spectators on the wall for Sarel’s appearance. The feeling from the stone is odd. Mana is trickling from it to me and then back. Through that connection I can tell that it’s working and the stone on the other end is demanding attention.  
 
    A few minutes later a groggy voice comes through. “Hello? It seems a little soon for you to be contacting me.” 
 
    “Sorry, but I was paid a little visit a moment ago. I need the men you promised. How soon can you have them geared up and in the room where we met?” My tone was probably less respectful than he was used to hearing as a king, but I wasn’t in the mood for pleasantries. 
 
    When he responds the tiredness from before is gone. “Half an hour. They’ll be ready and waiting.” 
 
    “Good. When the door opens, they don’t have long to step through it.” Arrangements made; the stone goes back into storage. “IMA, are you following Sarel?” 
 
    “Of course, Vol. I am displaying his position on your map as we speak.” The sultry female voice that is my city’s AI sounds smug. 
 
    Pulling up the map so it overlays a corner of my vision, I can see a red dot. It’s moving northeast and as I watch it turns north. Looks like he was telling the truth about where to find his master. The red dot is moving quickly, but I know a faster way to get around. As we approach the castle, I see the sky lightening with the coming of dawn. 
 
    When the group enters the new dining hall Kyria is putting trays of food out. Looks like Hildre already got started on breakfast. That takes care of one of the things I was planning to get working on. As she leaves, I call out to Kyria and tell her we will be having guests. Then we all dig in. If you are going to be up at this ungodly hour than it’s better to have something to get you started. That is why I wanted to have breakfast ready for the help our neighbors were sending. 
 
    We eat, and when the time comes, I open a portal to the sitting room that I spoke with the king in. Five plate armored individuals come clomping through. Two are carrying shields, a short sword in the main hand of one and a hammer for the other. The next two are both carrying halberds. The last one that steps through is obviously a woman by the features of her breast plate. She is armed with a small shield on one arm and a mace or scepter in the other. Their polished steel armor with silver accents they all wear give the impression of heroic paladins. 
 
    The best part of it is when I read their levels. They’re all Level 28, except for the woman in the back, who is Level 29. This is a serious group of fighters here. Either the king was serious about his help or these people are an infiltration force, only time will tell. When the spell that brought them here ends, and the doorway closes, I step forward to greet our new guests. “Welcome to Thunderbird’s Roost. I don’t know how much you were told about the situation here but I’m in charge. The names Vol.” 
 
    Finished with my little speech, I wait for someone to say something. The guards that were present are on edge and I can feel their tension permeating the room. It’s the woman that breaks the tension. Stepping forward, the others make way for her. “We’re here to serve our king’s wishes. For our time here until we return to the capital we are under your command.” 
 
    There is no deception in her tone that I can sense. If anything, she presents herself as one that takes her word seriously. The whole paladin vibe they all give off helps to reinforce this impression. “That is good to hear. You will need to stay here for now. You should be joined by the rest of the people going on this little excursion shortly. My head of the guard, Grondar will be here if you need anything.” The next statement is said louder so that everyone can hear. “When another portal opens here you will be entering hostile territory. Move fast so everyone can get through and be ready to fight.” 
 
    Looking to the woman in shiny armor once more I offer her more hospitality this time. “Until then, please have something to eat. Our cooks started breakfast when we had our encounter with the enemy this morning. Grondar can fill you in on more if you would like.” I point out the guard commander for them and then waved him over to join me off to the side. 
 
    “What are you going to do Vol?” Straight to the point as always.  
 
    “I’m going to see if I can beat the messenger back to their lair. Once there I’ll quickly scout the area and then find a spot to call for backup. When I open the gateway, you will need to get everyone through as fast as possible. I can hold it open a little longer than half a minute, but not much.” 
 
    The look he gives me is unsure, but he nods anyway. Before more can be said we’re interrupted. “Excuse me, but I couldn’t help but overhear.” It’s the leader of the reinforcements we got from Plora still with her helmet on concealing her face. She reaches out and shows me another communication stone just like the one the king gave me. “If you touch yours to mine then you can call back to me when you are about to open the portal. That way everyone will be ready when you do.” 
 
    Quickly digging out my own comm stone I do just that. It glows gently before going back to normal. Looking between them both I nod in farewell. Rushing over to Azzaria I look into her worried eyes. “You are going to leave without us.” This isn’t a question, but a statement. 
 
    Pulling her into a hug I just hold her for a moment. “Thia and I will stay in the air until we find a good spot. I’ll open the way for you and the others as soon as I can,” I whisper into her ear. Pulling back from the embrace I look at her again. “Have everyone ready when the time comes, and I’ll see you there.” Before I can turn away, she grabs my face between both of her hands and kisses me soundly. 
 
    When I turn to Timbre, a little flushed from Azzaria’s ministrations, Timbre grabs me up and does the same. Finally released from the amorous girls, I feel a little lightheaded but shake it off quickly. With what I hope is a reassuring smile I say farewell to my team and leave the castle with my familiar. 
 
    On the way out of the castle Enora catches my arm and thrusts something into my hand. “Take these, they may come in handy.”  
 
    Looking to the vials of different colored liquid she handed me a quick use of Identify reveals their properties. They are high level mana and health potions, all but one. The one in question makes my eyes widen. “Where did this come from?” 
 
    Enora smiles to me. “I’ll tell Penelope that you are happy with her results.” Then she walks off toward the dining hall. 
 
    One more person interrupts me before we leave the castle. “What about me?” This comes from Fuar as he flies down to land on my shoulder. 
 
    Looking over at the mechanized companion I reach up and pat him on the head. We’re about to go to war with a strong foe and I would rather not have to replace his body anytime soon. It’s still pretty new. “Stay here and look after Zia for me. We’re taking this fight to them, but who knows what else the vampires have up their sleeves? Also check in on Gabrielle. She isn’t coming with us and she is new here. Make sure there aren’t any problems. Not everyone trusts here so keep your ears open.” 
 
    The flying menace releases a little puff of fog in my face, clearly not happy. Still, he takes to the air once more and flies off. Watching as he leaves, I wish he could come. With all the chaos that is sure to follow I don’t want to lose him. If he does get damaged, and I can’t find the enchanted disk he resides in, then he could be lost forever. Being alone and forgotten for who-knows-how-long would be a special kind of torture. With that thought I make a mental note to find some way to track him should something like that happen. 
 
    Outside, Thia doesn’t need any prompting and soon we are on the way. The experience of riding her is a little different than before her evolution. Her new scales are hard under my rear, but warm and oddly comfortable. The horizon to the east is on the right and dawn’s light is bathing the forest below in golden light. Ahead of Thia is a huge expanse of forest and way off in the distance is a single mountain peak. Checking the map shows no sign of the red dots representing hostiles in my territory. They passed outside of IMA’s range before we left, but they were headed north the whole time she could see them. 
 
    I take this time to arm spells I may need during the coming battle. Two slots are filled with Mana Barrier like usual. Stasis takes up a third spot. The final three are filled with the highest-level spells I have: Tornado, Dragon’s Breath, and Whirlpool. At this point, it would be nice to have some higher-level magic but there is still improvement needed before Elemental Avatar, Wind Bladestorm, or Meteor Shower will be available to learn. 
 
    Done with preparations, there is nothing else to do but watch out for vampires below. Mana Sight allows us to see things we would otherwise miss. It’s the only reason we’re able to catch sight of the running vamps moving in the same direction as us. Thia with her enhanced vision is the first to spot them. When she brings them to my attention, I’m able to find them as we soar past. They show up as red blobs of mana below the treetops, dodging back and forth as they weave through the forest. 
 
    Less than halfway to the mountain at this point means there will be a good amount of lead time between when we get there and they arrive. Hopefully it’s enough. 
 
    At first, I don’t think much about the height of the mountain we are going to; it just seems like any other. As we got closer this mistake was realized. This mountain was huge. Easily twice the height of any of the others I had seen when we went to the outpost in the pass yesterday. Getting near to it took the whole morning and it was after noon before we could really make out the base of it. At a distance it looks like there are low hanging clouds shrouding the top. Closer up it becomes clear that it’s the mountain that is so high it pierces the fluffy floating things. 
 
    Thia brings my attention to the ground again as I admire the overwhelming size of the mountain. Even far off the ground as we are it towers over us still. On the ground there are more red blobs of mana flitting about the woods here and there. Closer to the mountain the forest starts to thin out. Not wanting to be noticed, Thia slows down and stops. Flapping her wings to stay aloft she surveys the area with her golden reptilian eyes. As she does this, I focus on the images she is sending me through our bond, since she can see so much further away than I.  
 
    It takes a while but we’re able to determine where most of the bloodsuckers are gathered. There is a cave at the base of the rocky slope where they are set up. My golden feathered familiar finds us a place to set down nearby and dives down. Not too far from the cave is an outcropping of the mountain and the forest is thicker close to the steep slope there. 
 
    During our dive to conceal our approach I pull out the comm stone from storage. Not much is said between me and the royal guardswoman but not much is needed for her to understand the time is close. By the time the short call is completed Thia swoops in behind the stony outcropping and flares her wings to slow down. Her clawed feet barely touch down before she is shifting into her elfin form and size. 
 
    Landing on my feet, I stumble from the disappearance of my mount right out from under me. The amusement flows back to me through our bond and I glare at the smirking woman before me. Not really mad, I roll my eyes after a second and start casting. Mana wells up from my chest and flows out. Forming intricate patterns within a complicated casting circle, taking almost half a minute to form completely. Even with the upgrades it has received this is still the most expensive spell I have. 
 
    As soon as the doorway forms bridging the distance from here to the castle people start flooding through it. My teammates are the first through, followed by the Plorans. After them comes Grondar, some guards, and even a few familiar adventuring teams. Apparently Grondar offered it as a quest in the guild hall. It’s good to have people to think of those kinds of things. By the time the spell ends and the door closes there must be forty plus people here. Looking around and using my skill makes it obvious that these must be the strongest fighters in all of TR. 
 
    Some crosstalk has started, but I raise a hand to get everyone’s attention. “We are very close to the vampire stronghold, and we are ahead of the ones that delivered the message this morning. This should give us the benefit of surprise, but we must remain quiet.” A pause as I look at everyone quiets the remainder of the talking. “Now form up in your groups and prepare to move. And someone throw me a raid invite.” 
 
    Accepting the prompt when it comes brings me into the raid as a group leader. My group of five is under me and there are eight other groups of five in the raid, bringing the total number of people here to 45, 47 when including Thia and Timbre. The guards have four parties with Grondar leading one, and the raid as a whole. It’s a relief to see that Derl is not with us. There are three adventuring parties here. I recognize Nickie’s group and the one with all the pets. The third adventurer group is unknown to me, but their levels are just as high as anyone else’s here. 
 
    The next few minutes are spent showing everyone my map and where we are headed. Grondar soon takes over and starts giving orders, sending the different groups to fan out as we advance toward the enemy encampment. “Vol, your group is in the middle between my group and our friends from Plora.” He finishes. “Let’s try to take out as many as we can before the alarm is raised. That means no flashy magic.” Of course, he is looking at me. 
 
    Shrugging my shoulders, I just follow behind Vorak as he takes point for my group, with Timbre in her new form, bringing up the rear. Our line is spread out but not too much. We can see all the other groups through the thin ground cover, but we aren’t close enough that multiple groups can be hit with a single attack. 
 
    As we advance the outside groups come into contact with a few vampire scouts. They’re able to take them out with little trouble, but they aren’t too quiet doing it. There is no alarm at first, but others come to investigate the noise.  
 
    A group of four pale figures skid to a halt before the human group. Looking left and right at all of the groups advancing makes their eyes widen. One of them shouts and they all turn to run. Gem and I are able to Root two of them. This is where we all get to see what kind of assistance my alliance with Plora gets us. The other two that are free to run are trampled by two of the heavily armored warriors. Some sort of charge skill caused them to speed up and overtake the two fleeing vamps. 
 
    All the ones we have seen so far have been Levels 25-27. Out leveled and outgunned, the four vampires are quickly hacked and smashed into oblivion. The entire time they were being dealt with, they spit and hissed, trying to bite and claw anything that got close. As the last one is dying Timbre bounds past me. Looking in the direction of her charge reveals the fleeing backside of another Level 26 scout. “Timbre, wait.”  
 
    She bounds forward once more before stopping and looking back to me. It’s easy to see the question in her look and I answer it. “We can’t get separated. That one is going to run directly to more and you can’t get caught out alone.” 
 
    Still curious, she takes a position next to me before saying, “But he is going to warn the others.” 
 
    Shaking my head, I respond, “This isn’t a stealth mission. There are too many of us for that to even be remotely possible. We were always going to be discovered. Now we will speed up to make sure they don’t have time to prepare.” As if on cue, Grondar calls out to everyone. The next couple minutes are a fast jog through the woods as we try to stay in a line and move as quickly as possible. 
 
    There are fewer trees the farther we go and then we catch sight of panicking vampires. I almost feel sorry for raiding their home like this, until I see the people staked to the ground. In a little clearing there are about ten people tied to large stakes in the ground. A few are moving, but others aren’t. Some are clearly dead already too. 
 
    With our enemies in sight others start to open up on them. Arrows, spells and even a few throwing knives rain down on the quickly organizing vampires. After my initial hesitation I join in with a Fireball to the gathering blood suckers. Three are caught in the direct blast, their clothes catching fire. Anyone close by is hit with the concussion and stumble, taking minimal damage. 
 
    After that, our close-up fighters bowl into them. The carnage is stunning, as our overwhelming numbers and surprise works in our favor. Vorak is having a little trouble with the fast-moving creatures, and I watch as he only clips one vampire warrior who is using a longsword. Still, any blow is dangerous when dealing with the powerful blarit. Only hit in the shoulder, the warrior goes spinning to the ground. 
 
    That is all it takes for Timber to finish off the downed enemy though. In her Loup Garou form, she is upon him in no time, and her two-handed hammer crushes its skull when it attempts to rise. The Ploran paladins are by far the most effective. They’re hacking and slashing through vampires as though they’re unstoppable juggernauts. The leader of their group is hanging back, and deep-green energy shoots forth from her hands whenever a vampire gets in a good hit on her people. With her support they are constantly renewed of any HP they lose. 
 
    There are few if any serious injuries on our side to this point and I’m slinging single target spells left and right. Area effect spells are out of the question at this point with so many allies in the mix. Some are often dodged by the vampires, but lightning moves too fast. Then I remember one of my favorite aspects of Forked Lightning: It won’t jump to anyone I’m in a group with. Quickly casting Haste on Vorak to help him keep up, I then switch to the lightning spell.  
 
    Arcs of golden electricity dance between my fingers before zipping off to the target with a crackle and buzz. A couple of those and one of the vamps falls down, never to rise. Those nearby aren’t doing well either. To my left I hear a shout of pain and catch a glimpse of a guard go down under two vampires. About to turn and assist, two more TR guards rush in to do so before me. The Green glow that the downed guard takes on for a moment makes it clear he is receiving healing too. It looks like everything is in hand. 
 
    Our advantage couldn’t last forever though. Soon, more vampires are rushing into the small area we’re fighting in. We have moved to surround the bound people and are now defending against a far more organized enemy.  
 
    An owl swoops overhead and lands on the shoulder of one of the adventurers. “There are more approaching from the south,” She cries out. That must be the group we beat here. And Sarel. 
 
    The battle has really heated up by now. Front line fighters are all engaged with quick, tough targets that are making it difficult to land a solid blow. The vamps weave and dodge, always looking for an opportunity to slip by our fighters to reach the archers and casters behind them. The paladins are in the heaviest of the fighting and I’m thankful for that, as they are getting pretty battered. If any other group was in the middle of that blender we would be in serious trouble. 
 
    With all the vampires coming from the north, the direction of the cave we saw, all of the melee fighters are spread out to meet them on that side of the clearing. That means that the group we outmaneuvered earlier will be coming up behind us, where the healers and our few casters are. Making a split-second decision, I call out, “Vorak, Ian, and Timbre to me! Everyone else, close ranks.”  
 
    The decision for my group to take on the ones from the south wasn’t purely out of necessity. Just thinking about that weasel, Sarel, makes my blood boil. Not only did he betray his people once, but he went and did it a second time. He even turned on his own family this time. That falls into the ‘too evil to live’ category for me and I plan on fixing it. 
 
    When the other three arrive, they look a little beat-up, but Gem quickly gives them a heal to top them off. Looking to my regular party members I wave them to follow and head south. Azzaria continues to fire arrows as we move, and I cast a few more Forked Lightnings. Thia follows suite and lobs balls of lightning herself before renewing the buffs on Vorak. Thia follows suite and lobs balls of lightning into the back rows of attackers until we are out of range. When we leave the pack of our allies we head toward the southern edge of the clearing. 
 
    We are only halfway between the large battle and the tree line when 10 vampires come to a stop in front of us. In the middle stands Sarel with a vicious snarl on his lips. All of them are wearing black leathers. Sarel and three others carry black daggers in both hands. Three more of the vampires before us are carrying short bows, also dyed black. One in the back has a staff in hand and there is a red glow coming from within the gnarled head of black wood. 
 
    I’m starting to see a theme here with this groups gear. The last two break the black motif a little though. They step forward with a short sword in one hand and a steel buckler on their off hands. The seven of us face off against the ten as Sarel takes in the scene. When he turns back to our group his snarl turns to a smirk. “Looks like your allies are all busy. I was hoping to get the chance to kill you myself, and it looks like that will be coming sooner rather than later.” 
 
    Gritting my teeth at his taunting, I hold back from attacking him on the spot. “We’ll see who dies today, traitor.” 
 
    Sarel lets out a low sinister chuckle. “We have you outnumbered, and out leveled. It’s funny you think you can win. Don’t worry though, I won't be killing your pretty little companions. Master promised me I could turn them. You know what that means right?” He pauses for a moment as though waiting for me to respond. When I don’t, he continues, “It means that I will be their master. I’ll have control over them. Oh, the delicious things I’ll be doing to them!” 
 
    Bad guys are always monologuing. What the hell? Doesn’t bother me though, it always gives me a little time to prepare some surprises. Behind my back is a hand with just such a surprise waiting. He is right though. There are 10 of them, and a quick check shows that they are all Level 28 or 29—except for Sarel, that is. The traitor is a Level 26 Assassin and Shadowdancer now. 
 
    When I refrain from answering his taunts anymore his lips twisted into a snarl. It isn’t that I don’t want to answer, but I’m concentrating on not losing control of all the mana pumped into the spell I’m holding. Before he can say more, his companion holding the staff gets a worried look on her purple painted lips. Her red eyes widen and her dark hair flies back as she jumps forward to say something to Sarel. 
 
    Looks like the jig is up. My turn to smirk. At her warning, Sarel’s expression goes blank for a second. Eyes wide, he opens his mouth to shout something but I’m already moving to point my charged hand at them. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    “ATTACK!” Sarel screams at the top of his lungs.  
 
    The shout is quickly covered by the loud snap and crackle of gold lightning leaping from my outstretched palm. Quick, like all the vampires, the front right one hops in front of Sarel. Holding up his shield he is able to intercept the attack. If he hadn’t been moving before the spell was cast, he wouldn’t have made it though. It wasn’t a regular lightning bolt though, and metal isn’t exactly the best thing against free flying electrons either.  
 
    Penetrating his defense, the lightning passes into the defender before arcing to the other defender in front and Sarel. The former dark elf screams out as his body convulses. The two with shields remain stoic but smoke rises from all three as they take damage from the overcharged Forked Lightning. The surprise attack causes the other vampires to hesitate, allowing my party’s melee fighters to close the distance. 
 
    The fastest of them all, Ian arrives first and engages a couple of the dagger carrying vamps. Timbre arrives a moment later to take on the archers. The three of them recover and try to get some distance between her and them, but Azzaria, Gem and I use Root to stop them. As we help pin down the ranged fighters, Vorak arrives with a powerful wind up and punches Sarel’s defender. The vampire is knocked down, but his buddy is there to occupy Vorak before he can finish off his downed opponent. 
 
    That just leaves the caster, Sarel and one of the rogue type fighters for the rest of us. A Fireball leaves my hand to arc over the front line and explode in the midst of the vamps. At the same time as I release, a red bolt of energy impacts the Mana barrier I have kept active until now. Expecting it to stop the attack, I wasn’t ready when it pierced through, leaving the barrier intact. The spell dims as it passes through, but it still impacts my left shoulder. I stumble and take half a second to look at the new debuff I just got. 
 
      
 
    Blood Poisoning: Your blood has been turned against you. 10 damage every 30 seconds (reduced). Duration: 1 Minute (reduced). 
 
      
 
    Damn! There must be some sort of penetrating effect on the spell that allows it to get through my defense. Considering the reduced effect mentioned by the prompt, it would be worse for me if I didn’t have any protection. 
 
    Quickly casting Lightning results in it splashing against the caster’s own magical barrier of red energy. She doesn’t even flinch and another bolt of red energy zips my way. It’s too quick to dodge and catches me in the arm as I try to dodge. There is more pain from the strike, and I notice that the spell causes damage to me upon each initial hit. It isn’t much, but the debuff stacks and renews the time on it. 
 
    Frustrated, I turn to release my ire on the one I’m really angry with. What I see is Azzaria already facing off with Sarel. She has put the bow away and drawn her dagger in her off hand. In her right hand she holds the sword she almost never uses. I see her practice with it often and spar with the guards, but she doesn’t get much chance to use it when we are partied together. 
 
    As I glanced her way she lunges with the sword, but Sarel barely parries it, sliding in to attack at a closer distance. Dagger spinning; Sarel meets the poniard that I had made for Azzaria with a flash of conflicting red-and-green magic. They break apart after that and circle. 
 
    There is no time to be distracted and the caster on the other side of the battle ground makes me pay for the momentary lapse. When I look back, she has already cast another spell, but it isn’t headed toward me. The red bolt of energy streaks through the air to strike Timbre. Her barrier, a product of an enchantment I made for her, shimmers into existence. Like previously, the spell passes through but is obviously blunted by the magical protection. The caster looks surprised for a moment and I use Identify on her. 
 
      
 
    Josephira: Female Vampire, Level 27, Blood Mage, Curse Weaver. HP 100%. 
 
      
 
    Alright, no more fooling around. With that thought I hit her with Weaken Defense. The Transmutation spell isn’t affected by her blood magic barrier and lands. Next comes fire and ice. An Ice lance forms from the right hand and a Fireball in the left. Both fly forward to strike the barrier she has. Apparently secure in her superiority, she didn’t even try to dodge. The huge crack that forms from the twin impact of opposing elements seems to have her double thinking that. 
 
    Her focus back on me, Josephira throws a blob of blood red magic the size of a basketball in my direction. It isn’t fast and I step to the side to dodge. The blob changes trajectory to the new location of its target: me. With little hope of evading her attack I focus on making her pay. By now the other fights have cleared out from between us so I cast a Flame Wave.  
 
    The wall of fire slides forward burning dead leaves and twigs in its path, but the blood magic attack is unaffected. Passing through the fire, it’s nearly on top of me and I raise my right hand with the staff nestled in the bracer. Activating the ability with the weapon brings forth the round shield-sized blue barrier. When the magical attack lands it explodes. Energy passes through the shield and then through my Mana Barrier, but it’s reduced each time. 
 
    The magic that gets through forces me to step back once and pain swells up. Fighting through the distraction, two more Flame Waves are launched at the vampire mage, one to either side of the first. These I focus on pushing faster than the first. The first spell finally reaches its target, with the vampire hopping to the side to avoid it. She wasn’t expecting the others though, her vision obscured by the first one. When the one on the right catches her flatfooted from her dodge her magical protection shatters and disappears. 
 
    Mostly undamaged, she starts waving her arms frantically, trying to raise a new barrier if I were to guess. Can’t let that happen. In the corner of my vision the HP bars for my friends have been quickly falling and they need help. Loath to do it at this point but not seeing an alternative, Folded Space bridges the gap between me and my foe. It will take a powerful attack to finish the vamp quickly and the cast time for that is too long to catch her before she can raise more defenses. Armed spells allow for me to circumvent that weakness though.  
 
    With a roar I lean forward and release the stored spell. The casting circle forms in the back of my throat and a torrent of energy comes bubbling up. Just as it leaves my mouth, the mana becomes super-hot flames, almost completely white in color. There is heat that dries out my mouth and chaps my lips but other than a little singing of my hair there is no damage to me. 
 
    The roaring torrent of fire streams forward to flow into the Folded Space before me. When it emerges directly in front of her, she has no time to cancel her cast and get out of the way. There is a brief shriek of unimaginable pain from her as she disappears in the flames. I hold the spell, draining more mana from my reserves due to the channeled cost that can’t be stored in an armed spell. These vampires are tough, and I won’t make the mistake of letting up too soon.  
 
    The horrible sound she made must have drawn attention to me from the other fighters because a thrown dagger impacts my Mana Barrier, destroying it. A second follows a moment latter to bury itself in my side. The pain forces me to stumble and the spell is lost. On reflex from doing it so many times before, another mana barrier from my armed spells forms around me. It’s just in time to deflect another throwing knife. 
 
    Looking in the direction where the weapons came from, I see the three rogue types. One was trading blows with Gem, the healer barely keeping up. The other two were the ones fighting Ian. All of them seem to have taken serious blows form their opponents in an attempt to save their one caster. 
 
    Looking back to the target of my fight gives me a sense of relief. The caster is on the ground, flames licking her charred body. Identify shows her last couple of percentage points ticking away from the constant fire damage. My spells weren’t without collateral damage though. Just behind the fighting at the edge of the clearing the forest burns. The trees closest are fully ablaze at this point. Nothing for it at the moment. First finish the fight and then worry about damage control. 
 
    Turning my sights on the others reveals a pitched battle. My team is barely holding on. The main reason is probably because Gem is too occupied to heal anyone. The desire to help Azzaria with Sarel is strong, but we’re a team, and helping the healer is always priority number one. Roots burst from the ground to snag Gem’s attacker and stop him in his tracks. During the pause our healer steps away from the melee. The vampire quickly adapts and swings a wavy dagger dawn to slice the roots off his right foot.  
 
    Thia joins my Lightning with her own skills to attack the rogue before he can get free. Even Gem points her mace at him to release a short barrage of icicles into his chest. Attacked from three sides at once, he goes down soon after. Gem immediately gets back to work propping up the health of the others. 
 
    Timbre is the one having the most trouble next. The archers she was doing so well against at first got free of their binds. Now they were spreading out, one trying to kite her as the others get space and pelt her with skill empowered arrows. At this point she looked like a pincushion, with multiple arrows sticking out of her armor. Looks like the archers were only able to penetrate the gaps between plates. As I take in the situation, I see one of the silvery glowing arrows ricochet off a bone from her Bone Armor spell, and then her plated shoulder, before zipping off into the woods. 
 
    Time to even the odds a little. Thia and I get to work on one of the archers and then the other. In this manner we gain the upper hand in the fight. When the others all seem to be handling their one on one battles it’s finally time to turn my sights on the real target of my wrath. As the battle turns in our favor, he becomes more frenzied. The profanities he has been screaming the whole fight slowly devolved until he was basically just screaming at Azzaria as he attacked with abandon. 
 
    Their sword fight had brought them close to the burning forest at the edge of the clearing by the time I assisted the beautiful high elf. Teeth gritted in fury at the dark elf turned vampire she is bloodied but determined. When Stasis takes effect on him, she nearly lunges into the slowing effect. She must have realized at the last second what it was because she is able to pull up just short. 
 
    The woman I love looks around before spotting me. A two fingered salute is my answer as my other hand is already forming a stream of Mana Bolts. They begin piling up in the greatly reduced time effect and my other hand begins launching Sun Beam. The hand firing Mana Bolts switches to Shadow Beam after a couple of seconds. The two channeled spells are extremely difficult to maintain. They could be channeled, or it could be because of their opposing nature. Whatever the case is, the difficulty requires almost all of my concentration to maintain for the four seconds it takes for Stasis to wear off. I do notice a few bolts of green magic come from Azzaria to join my spells though. 
 
    Azzaria crouches down in front of Sarel and then takes a half step to the side. When Sarel can move again it becomes impossible to hold the duel spells and I release them. A half second after the control spell drops all the attacks land almost simultaneously. Azzaria takes the opportunity to lunge in at the harried traitor. Unable to defend himself, Azzaria plunges her blade into Sarel’s gut. They both stop and he grips the blade where it enters. Disbelief is written on his face, unable to comprehend his mortality. 
 
    With a vicious grin, my battle lusting partner kicks Sarel in the chest, freeing her blade from his flesh. A booming crack resounds just then. Looking up I see a tree, completely consumed in fire, teeter. Below it, Azzaria advances on Sarel, who is desperately trying to stand. Her entire focus is on Sarel and she doesn’t see the danger of the falling tree. Already out of the way myself, I create another Folded Space. This one is much larger and is quickly draining mana from my dwindling reserves. 
 
    Reaching through I grad Azzaria’s arm and heave her back to my side. If it weren’t for my increased STR and the fact that she wasn’t expecting it, I would have never been able to do it. When she stumbles through, she falls on me, and we both land on the ground. At the same time there is a short cry from Sarel and the tree lands with a crash. Sarel is now gone beneath the burning branches. 
 
    Staring at the ignominious end of that traitor I’m soon distracted by a shout from behind us. Turning away from Sarel’s demise we catch the last of his party getting finished off by our party members. Our attention is quickly drawn to the larger battle beyond that though. Wounded are being pulled back from the front lines as vampires swarm and try to get at the injured. 
 
    The paladin group has been holding the line mostly by themselves it looks like. Those pulled behind the line are getting bandaged by their fellows, the couple healers present long out of mana. Quickly, Azzaria and I untangle, and I desperately pull out a mana potion before handing it to Gem. Not even waiting to see he down the blue liquid it is on to the next healer. 
 
    When all of them are back to work I chugged my own and started sending Forked Lightning into the mess of fangs and claws. Thankfully, the attacks are dwindling by then, and finally, they are pushed back after the healers are back in action. Vorak and Timbre really helped to bolster the defensive line as well. 
 
    When the last blood sucker falls there is no celebration. Looking around there are traumatized faces and those already covered in grief. Not everyone was able to make it through the fight alive. A few bodies were laid out in a row, blankets covering them from view. Everyone had run out of potions in the fight and even my large stockpile was nearly out. There were just so many enemies coming at us. Without a doubt, the kingdom of Plora saved our lives today with their support. 
 
    Azzaria, Grondar and the leader of the Ploran group, I still don’t remember her name, start getting everyone ready. Those still alive begin freeing the prisoners; of which only six were still alive after their ordeal. We’re still in enemy territory though so everyone remains on high alert. Scouts are sent to the cave to warn us in case more vampires come our way. The beast companion owl heads out with them. 
 
    Gem slithers up next to me as I’m looking around at the bustling activity, eyes constantly pulled back to the covered bodies. “We lost four in the fighting.” She says, as if reading my mind. A nod is the only response I can give as guilt for their deaths threatens to consume my thoughts. The other covered bodies must have been from the prisoners that didn’t make it. The other former prisoners are visible to the far side of the clearing, crying in relief and grief as they talk to a few of the guards and adventurers. 
 
    As I watch, one of the guards they were talking to walked away. The wood elf approaches Grondar as he watches over the clearing. Something isn’t right though. Sarel spoke about a master but there was no sign of her that we could tell. On top of that, the vampires we fought didn’t retreat at any point. If I were to guess, I would think the master vampire is still around—and they fear her more than us. 
 
    Grondar walks over to me after a brief conversation with the guard. I’m joined by the rest of my party and the leader of the Ploran group, Camille is her name I finally recall from when I checked out her level. As they approach, I look to the tree line. Most of the fires burned themselves out since the trees were far enough apart that the fire didn’t spread. There are a few people kicking dirt over the last of the flames to smother them. 
 
    When the Dwarf gets close, he looks me in the eyes. He must have seen something there because he gives a sympathetic nod to me and a pat on the arm. With the others curiously listening in he gets down to business. “We lost a few today, but considering the extent of the vampire settlement here, we were lucky. This all could have been much worse. I guarantee it would have been if we had let them spread and attack us.” 
 
    Everyone takes in his words and it’s obvious that they agree. After waiting a moment for everyone to take in that information Grondar continues. “Tareth from my guards was speaking with the prisoners we released and there is some bad news. Turns out their captors spoke of their master and she is evidently in the cave you told us about Vol. We don’t have much else to go off of though. None of the prisoners knew how many might be with her.” 
 
    “How long before we can move on to the cave?” This is from Azzaria. 
 
    Grondar gets a contemplative look on his face as he thinks about it. “I want the scouts to watch the tunnel and check out the surrounding area before we move on. Better to fight out here if more come out than in the close quarters of the caves. Also, I don’t want to get pinned between two forces if there are any hiding out here in the woods.” 
 
    With that we break up and I pull out food for everyone. The silence is somber as everyone eats, but optimistic. The battle was hard, but Grondar was right. This whole thing could have been far worse. All things considered; it is probably the best outcome we could have hoped for. It is hard to think about that as I watch a young guard as he cries over a covered body. The young man, one of the few dark elves that accompanied us, looks devastated. He holds the thin hand of tanned skin that poke out of the covering.  
 
    Dragging my thoughts to the present, lest I dip further into my funk, I think about the present. Unfortunately, now our surprise was over and further fighting would be much harder. My hope was that the majority of the vampires in the area were gone and we would only have to deal with the master and maybe a few with her. 
 
    Sitting on the ground with Azzaria on one side and Thia the other, I pull up my messages. The feeling of loss for my people sours the joy of what I see there. Being in such a large group reduced the experience gain, but there were a lot of vampires. Still, the lower average level of our group from those we were fighting meant that a lot of experience was gained. I’m sure that most of the raid had similar messages waiting for them. Woodcraft and Advanced Mana Control both gained a level as well as Neutral, Light, Dark, Life, and Air magic.  
 
      
 
    LEVEL UP! 
 
    You have increased your level by 1. 
 
    You are now Level 25. 
 
    As a Void Human, you get 6 points to apply to your Stats, 1 Celestial Mage Talent Point. 
 
    As you are a Mage, +1 INT +1 WIS are allocated. You currently have 4 undistributed SP, 1 undistributed Celestial Mage TP. 
 
    You can distribute these from your status page. 
 
    Continue to increase your level to follow the path of true power. 
 
    Fight for the RIGHT to survive! 
 
      
 
    LEVEL UP! 
 
    Your Familiar, Thia, has increased in level by 1. 
 
    Thia is now Level 25. 
 
    As your Familiar, she gets 5 points to apply to her Stats, and 1 Talent Point. 
 
    Thia currently has 5 undistributed SP, and 1 undistributed TP. 
 
    You can distribute these from your Familiar’s status page. 
 
    Continue to increase your Familiar’s level to follow the path of true power. 
 
    Fight for the RIGHT to survive! 
 
      
 
    The increase in power is good and normally I’d practically be jumping for joy, but the cost just seems too high at this point. With the current mood I was in I didn’t want to deal with the choices I needed to make in my status, but every little bit of power would help in the future. It could mean life or death for myself or someone around me: that little extra power from my level up. At least it was easier with the plan already set for future advancement. 
 
    As I had decided before, two SP goes into VIT and the last two are split between INT and WIS. No big choices needed to be made for talents either. Having already started the Temporal Empowerment talent, it was a no-brainer to finish it with the second and last point it needed, raising the increase to time spells from 10% to 20%. At 25 TP in my Celestial Mage talent tree now it opened up the next tier down, but I wasn’t in the mood to peruse and drool over the future possibilities at the moment. 
 
    Mechanically, I willed away my own status screen and bring up Thia’s. For her five available SP I add one to AGI. The last four are split between INT and WIS, keeping them even. Deciding on her talents was more of a chore though, and it distracted me a little. Having already selected Livewire on the last level up, the choices were between a Water type magical attack, increasing flight speed, or a passive increase to armor. At the sight of the Scaled talent and its defensive nature I take it without discussion. 
 
    There is a twinge from the bond my familiar and I share, causing me to feel guilty. Letting Thia choose her own path has always been important to me, and here, because I was feeling guilt for those we lost, I didn’t even talk to her before making the decision. Guilt wells up but is quickly soothed by Thia as she sends warm feelings through the bond. 
 
    “You are scared for me. I understand and it shows how much you care. Don’t worry about it, but don’t let it happen again.” The thoughts are sent with the mental equivalent of a smile to take out the sting. Thia waits a moment before finishing with, “Besides, I was going to pick that anyway. Next level will be Sleet though.” With that little tidbit of information, Thia turns back to the jerky she was finishing off. 
 
    Her words got me to thinking. At first, Thia didn’t seem to care much about how I distributed her stats and talents. She just said she trusted me to do it for her. Even now there was the sense from her words that this is still the case. But there was more as well. She was taking more and more interest in her own development as she progressed. Whether this was my own interest rubbing off on her or just a component of our deepening relationship I didn’t know. I got lost for a time in thoughts on how Thia and Timbre have grown over the months since I met them. 
 
    Soon I’m unable to distract myself any longer with the level up maintenance or the development of either of my companions. Scouts leave to replace those that are already at the cave while others return from the forest around us. More join a little after that from those that were relieved. By that time all the fires have been put out, except for the pile of vampire bodies stacked in the middle of the clearing. 
 
    After the scouts give their reports to Grondar I stand up and head in his direction. The burning flesh smell is permeating the clearing. This makes it hard to eat, and it’s obvious that others are having the same trouble. At least the wind is blowing most of the smoke and smell away from everyone. There is still that nagging feeling in the back of my mind that I’m missing something as I get close to the guard commander. 
 
    Grondar meets me halfway and he looks tired. “The scouts haven’t found any evidence that there are any more vampires in the area. On top of that, there is no sign of vampires in the cave. The scouts covertly checked out the inside and they say it’s empty. All except for the dungeon portal at the end.” He stops there, just shaking his head. 
 
    Unable to take the pregnant silence, I finally have to say something. “What does that mean then?” Where could the master vamp be? Is she running from us and hiding in the dungeon now? “If the master is in the dungeon now then we can just wait for her to leave. She can’t stay in there forever. And however long she stays there it will only be a fraction of time out here.” 
 
    Grondar continues to shake his head. When he stops, the next thing he says is with a tone of uncertainty. “The scouts say there is something different about this dungeon portal. They couldn’t describe it well, but apparently it doesn’t feel right, whatever that means. Also, the portal itself looks like the one back in TR only it’s a deep red color.” 
 
    “How long before we can move to the cave?” Grondar takes a moment to think about the answer to my question.  
 
    Looking around, he finally answers. “Should be able to head out soon. Just give me a few minutes to form everyone up so we can get moving.” With that he moves on and I take a moment to watch him start shouting orders to the guards and adventurers littering this side of the small clearing. 
 
    Turning to the Azzaria, who followed me to hear the news, I say, “Let’s make sure the others are ready to go.” With a nod, she turns, and I follow her back to where the rest of our party is finishing their meal.  
 
    When we get close Timbre takes one look at me and jumps up. “What is wrong?” 
 
    The others follow her lead and get up too. With a wave, they follow me and walk toward the cave. “The scouts didn’t see any more vamps around here, but they did find a dungeon portal. They say something isn’t right with it.” 
 
    As we walk, the raid group is gathering up. Nobody in my party says anything as we head north. At the base of the mountain it gets rocky. Ascending a small path in the rocks up the side of the mountain is easy on the path and the foot of the mountain is shallow at this point. Around a large boulder that sits in the path brings us to the mouth of the cave. Judging from the rough, slanted oval shape of the entrance it’s a naturally formed cave. We wait there with the two scouts until the raid group all arrives. 
 
    The cave is wide enough for three or four people to walk side by side through. Grondar tells everyone to wait outside as he enters the cave with Camille, Nickie and myself right behind him. We don’t have to go far before we’re standing in front of a red portal so dark it almost looks black. The feeling wafting off of it is violent, dark. Standing there is like swimming in a cauldron of pure hatred and blood. It is so wrong that we all stand there for a moment, stunned, not speaking. Then I use Identify on it. 
 
      
 
    Dungeon Portal (The Challenge of Torq’s Champion): Level *#@ error!?}. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    “WHAT?!” yells Grondar after I tell him what my Identify skill says and my plan. “You can’t be serious!” 
 
    It’s Camille that voices the next objection. “Surely it would be a better idea for my party to take on this challenge. Why do you think yours must be the one to go?” 
 
    The fact that Gem, Timbre, and I were now Champions to gods wasn’t something everyone had heard about, especially our new guests. A few minutes of mental debate and I decided to trust her. There were a couple reasons for this. First of all, it didn’t seem like Plora was involved with another Champion. Second, if we were to build trust between TR and the kingdom of Plora, some trust would need to be shown on both sides. Besides, from what I’ve learned, it sounds like the empire of light was probably associated with one of the Champions, and they were already an enemy of Plora. 
 
    “This is obviously a challenge issued to other Champions of the gods. Considering this, you probably won’t even be able to enter. You can try if you would like though.” 
 
    She looks at me a little confused. “And why, pray tell, would you be able to enter?” 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I spill the beans. “Because I’m a Champion for my Patron, the goddess of magic, Gwydia.” Raising a hand to forestall any further questions, I continue. “And Gem is the Champion for Sofia, while Timbre is the Champion of Morsith.” 
 
    The questions die on her lips as Camille gets a disbelieving look on her face. Waving to the portal in front of me, I give her a go-ahead motion. She takes a second and then places a hand on it. Visibly leaning against the portal as if it were a solid surface, she is unable to pass through. With my own hand I stick it through as if nothing is there. Not wanting to actually enter until my full party is here, I quickly retract the limb. 
 
    Watching what little I can see through the slit in her helm, I notice the widening of her eyes at the feat. She steps back, as if stunned, and shakes her head. “It’s true. The goddess of magic has returned.” Camille mutters. Then she does something unexpected: she kneels before me. 
 
    When she removes the helmet that she has been wearing this whole time, it’s the rest of us who are shocked. Long, flowing hair, the color of a dark, rich bark cascades down her back, finally freed of its confines. It is the color of her skin that surprises us though. It’s the dark green shade of spring leaves on a flourishing oak tree. Her ears are only slightly pointed, not enough to be an elf, and her plump lips a dark brown that matches her hair. 
 
    “You’re a dryad!” This comes from Nickie. “But why are you working for the humans?” 
 
    The question may be a little insensitive, but it makes a good point. This also brings to my attention that none of her group showed a race to my Identify skill when I checked. At the time I just assumed they were all human, but that is obviously not the case. Their armor must have something that prevents me from telling what their races are.  
 
    Looking to the kneeling dryad we wait for her answer. Instead she surprises us more. “For a long time, dryads have allied themselves with the Goddess of Life, and her sister, the Goddess of Magic. Without both of them our existence would not be possible. I pledge myself to you and your patron as long as you do not cause me to break my oath to the royal family of Plora.” 
 
    With that unexpected turn of events I can only stand there gawking at the kneeling woman for a moment. When words do return to me it’s only to repeat Nickie’s question. “Why do you have an oath to the Ploran royal family?” 
 
    Camille looks up to me with a patient smile on her face before explaining. “Do you know anything about dryads?” 
 
    I shake my head but pause, remembering some mythology I learned when I was in high school. “Not much, but I heard something about dryads being trees or some such.” 
 
    The unmasked dryad nods to me but wobbles her head a little in a manner that I interpret as ‘almost '. 
 
    “Close. Dryads are part of a magical tree. When it gets old enough, and is blessed by the two goddesses, then a dryad is born. We emerge from our tree and are ever linked to it. One can no longer live without the other. There are a few of us that were born from trees around the palace of Riverock. We have served the royal family there and they have always protected our trees in the grove there.” 
 
    There is the kicker, she would always be vulnerable to whoever was in change at the palace because they could kill her tree, and her as a result, should she betray them. Still, I could never force her, or others of her kind to face such an end. Besides, more allies are a good thing. If anything, this could be another deterrent to getting double crossed by the human kingdom. Her willingness to pledge herself to me and my cause at this point makes me doubt anything hostile from the king at this time though. 
 
    Grabbing her by both armor plated arms I pull her to a standing position. “I accept your pledge and I promise to deal in good faith with you. If there is a conflict between the king to whom you have pledged and me, then I will refrain from involving you.” 
 
    Her eyes wet and a huge smile on her dark lips, she nods once and replaces her helm. I smile back to her for a moment and send a message to Thia. The looks from Grondar and Nickie are bewildered but they soon compose themselves again. “Treat the freed prisoners and guard the portal so we don’t return to an ambush, but my party and I must be the ones to enter. Looks like it’s the only way we’re going to finish this once and for all.” 
 
    A minute later the rest of my party arrives. They pause for a moment, looking around at the others gathered here before I tell them what the verdict is. “The portal is a blatant challenge to Champions.” I stress the word “champions” as I say it, so they will understand what I mean. “Only one party can enter since it’s a dungeon, so it will be us that ends this.” Not one for speeches, I watch the others. When it looks like they are ready I wave to the swirling mists that are the dungeon portal at the end of the cave. 
 
    Vorak doesn’t hesitate and hops through, followed by Timbre and the rest of us. What greets my eyes on the other side is pure chaos. Arrows sliced through the air, barely missing my head, and the clang of metal on metal is deafening. Vorak is pounding on red colored people. Their faces are all similar from what is visible, and their clothes are also red, only a different shade. The ones facing off with Vorak are swinging short swords of a shiny red metal. 
 
    Timbre stands at the side of the blarit having switched her gear to a shorter hammer and larger shield. The two fighters are holding back the onslaught of attackers. We’re in a wide corridor of rough stone and it’s the only thing preventing us from being surrounded. Azzaria has come through and is launching arrow after arrow from her bow. Thia is also using Ball and Chain into the gathered enemies. Without much room between the flailing tanks, Ian launches a few throwing knives when he has the chance. 
 
    Taking in the scene as quickly as possible provides a general idea of our situation. The hallway or cave we currently find ourselves in is packed with enemies, choking the path forward. My skill tells me they’re called Blood Simulacrum. All of the ones nearby are between Levels 26 and 28. Vorak gets a good shot in on one and it explodes in a shower of red liquid. All over the simulacrum become liquid as they are defeated. More step forward to take their place and continue the fight. 
 
    Timbre and Vorak are holding our front line against the crowd but they can’t stop the stream of arrows going over their heads. In the few seconds taken to observe the situation multiple arrows have pinged off my Mana Barrier and Gem’s shield. Ian was a little worse off. Already he had to pull an arrow free from his left arm when he couldn’t dodge fast enough. 
 
    A Fireball leaves my fingers and bursts a few rows into our charging foes as I try to think of a way to protect against the projectiles. The next spell cast is Earth Wall. The barrier of stone doesn’t rise up from the ground though. This one is aimed at the ceiling and designed to cover the width of the corridor we are in, stopping just above our heads. 
 
    The hail of arrows coming from in front of us is cut off. Without the need to worry about them any longer our focus turns to causing as much damage as possible to the swarming dungeon creatures. The fighting goes on for awhile but the simulacrum are not particularly hard to defeat. They take a decent beating before reverting to blood, but they aren’t very organized. 
 
    Around half an hour goes by as the party hacks and chops, flings spells and fires arrows. Even my large mana pool and abnormally high regeneration is taxed. After two casts of Earth Wall I changed it up and used Shape Earth to make a more permanent structure and save mana.  
 
    Gem is the first to run out of mana. “Quick, take a seat and rest. Get back as much mana as you can. I’ll take over healing as long as I can,” I tell her. 
 
    The wounds our two front line fighters are taking aren’t bad, but the constant flow of enemies and the prolonged battle are wearing them out. As the fighting continues, they grow tired and start taking more damage. Without the addition of my spells now that I’m focusing on healing only, the battle slows some. That is when I notice it. There is finally an end in sight to the constant stream of red bodies. 
 
    Another few minutes for Gem to get back some of her mana and I call her back to her duties. With the end in sight, Waterspout fires a powerful stream of water between Timbre and Vorak. They stop fighting as their opponents are pushed back and doused with water. Next is Frost. The spell doesn’t cost much but holding it for more than ten seconds nearly drains my mana pool the rest of the way. That is when my lovely familiar sends a Ball and Chain into the soaked and mostly frozen crowd per my request. 
 
    The sight is impressive. Those that were in front and frozen the most just shattered at the concussive force of her skill. The ones behind that were sheltered a little and not as frozen. Golden electricity could be seen crawling up their bodies as the stood stock still before collapsing into steaming puddles. A few that were far enough away didn’t die outright but fall soon after when the rest of the party moves forward. 
 
    When nothing else threatened us we all backed up to the entrance portal. The swirling red energies hang and as we all look around. Azzaria steps closer and says what we were all thinking. “There is no safe room. This reminds me of hostile dungeons that Lortan told us about before our first run of the dungeon in TR. The kind that only try to kill anything that enters.” After her statement she places a hand on the entrance. Just like with Camille on the outside it stopped her as if it were a solid wall. This time I doubt that it would let anyone pass though. 
 
    “I think your right. It’s likely we’ll need to kill it by destroying the core to prevent it from being a danger to anything nearby. That also means it’s likely to try and kill us again in the near future.” With a meaningful look to the rest of the party I take a seat against the wall of the tunnel. Closing my eyes, I hear the others doing the same. 
 
    The battle we just had wasn’t very physically hard on me but the continual casting wears on the mind. Rubbing my temples does little to relieve the fatigue. After a time, the rising mana level in my pool seems to help and the headache subsides to a low throb. With a higher than normal regeneration to assist during that fight I used up a lot of power, more than I have at any one time. When I open my eyes, I take a look at the status bars in the corner of my vision. Entering the dungeon meant we are no longer part of the raid group, so it only has those of my party there. 
 
    Everyone is too tired to say anything at first, but the conversation begins when everyone has rested for some time. Timbre and Vorak have been guarding the path while we all rest. “What now?” Timbre says. 
 
    Taking a glance around the hall I answer her. “Now we continue on. No other choice really. What we were told about hostile dungeons like this is that they don’t follow the normal rules others do. That explains the lack of a safe room. Also explains why we were attacked by so many right here at the entrance. This was probably most of the creatures in the dungeon.” 
 
    “I didn’t see any boss though.” Gem looks at us and asks, “Did any of you see anything that could have been the dungeon boss?” Everyone shakes their heads.  
 
    “That would indicate we have at least the dungeon boss to deal with still.” Meeting their eyes as they watch me, I start talking. “We take it slow. No idea what kind of traps might be in here. Did anything drop from any of the simulacrum that we killed?” Everyone shakes their head. Too convenient for them to drop something that might help, I guess. “Well, let’s get started. Who knows what will happen if we wait too long? The dungeon could regenerate the ones we already killed.” 
 
    Putting actions to the words I stand. The others do the same and we’re soon moving down the corridor. As we go, I use Mana Sight to look for anything that resembles a trap. Keeping an eye out for the telltale glow of magical traps, I take in my surroundings. The walls are made of rock, but there is a definite red tinge to it. The light here is odd though. There is no noticeable source for it. No torches or anything to create shadows either. 
 
    We slowly moved down the tunnel for a long time. There are no turns the whole time, and none are visible as far as the dim lighting will allow us to see. That is odd, but this whole place is strange. A stealth Ian also doesn’t warn us of any regular traps during our trek down the tunnel, and none are tripped. Eventually, after what must have been a few hours there is a glint in the dim light down the hall. 
 
    Whatever caused it is far off and we can’t make it out for a few minutes as we trudge forward. Turns out to be a large metal door. It spans the entire path and has no handle. The closer we are to the door the more details we can make out. The whole thing is made of red metal that blends in well with the wall, explaining why it was so hard to see from far off. The whole thing is polished to a shine, though, giving it the eerie appearance of being wet. Like blood. 
 
    Worse than the wet blood look of the door is what is depicted on it. At the bottom is a scene full of bodies. Many races are shown here with blank looks and contorted bodies, all stacked one on the other. On top of the pile of corpses are those rising up. The newly created vampires all have grotesque smiles on their faces of vicious ecstasy. Above that about mid way up the door gives us a view of legions of fanged beings. Next up the door, near the top, is one fanged creature that is larger than the rest. 
 
    The woman vampire at the top has her hands held out before her and over the other vampires, as though controlling them. The last thing of note on the door becomes visible as we come to a halt before it. At the top is a set of eyes that cover the whole width of the hall. Looking at those eyes, so filled with hate, causes a shiver to run down my spine. From the looks of the others I’m not the only one unnerved by them. 
 
    “She is waiting for us.” The feeling comes out of nowhere, but once said out loud I was sure of it. Something that I hadn’t felt before clamors for attention in the back of my mind. With everyone looking at me in confusion I shrug. “It’s a weird feeling just on the peripheral of my senses, but I just know a Champion is near.” Looking between Timbre and Gem I ask, “Do you feel anything?” 
 
    Timbre’s face scrunches up in a cute pout. After a moment her lips curve into a smile and she nods in my direction. Gem was a lot quicker in responding. It was like she only had to start paying attention for her to get the same sensation. Us three Champions to gods can feel the presence of another apparently. That begs the question: How come I never felt it around Gem or Timbre. The only explanation I can think of is that we’re aligned to the same Pantheon. 
 
    Ian, who has been quieter than normal, gets all of our attention by clearing his throat. “We had an idea that this would be the case just from the door. Nothing has changed. Are we ready to do this?” 
 
    A little embarrassed at the hesitation, I voice my readiness with the others. Ian fades into stealth then and I take over again by nodding to Vorak and Timbre. “You two know the drill. In you go.” The last part is accented with a little shooing motion from my hand. Vorak just turns back to the door, and Timbre gives me another smile before shifting to her Loup Garou form once more. With no handle to grab, Vorak just shoulders the door in front of him, flinging it open as he steps in. 
 
    The rest of us flow into the room in only a couple of seconds. With the welcome we got upon entering the dungeon I think we were all expecting something similar here. That isn’t what happened though. We all get into formation as usual, Vorak and Timbre out front, Ian moving to the side, and the four of us ranged fighters in the back. No attacks come our way though. 
 
    With time to look around I take in the chamber we find ourselves in. In the back corners of the room are pools of red liquid being fed by curtains of the substance that falls from cracks in the ceiling above them. The blood, because I’m pretty sure that is what it is, flows in little streams along the wall to either side until they stop to our left and right. It gives the floor in the center of the room the illusion of floating on an ocean of blood. 
 
    The room is 20 feet tall, about 50 feet wide, and square in shape. The sound of the waterfalls of blood is accentuated by the copper tang in the air. The most notable of the features in the room are the five perfectly still individuals standing just over halfway across the room. They stand in a V formation with the point away from us.  
 
    On the outside are two figures in plate armor. The deep red, almost black, color stands out as a stark contrast to their milky skin. The next two have bright red floor length robes and gnarled black staves with large red crystals set at the top. 
 
    The last individual in the center, and farthest away, is a familiar woman. Her features, the same as those from the top figure on the door, are set in a calculating pose. Her eyes burned into us as she takes in our group. Sharp facial features are a little gaunt, but still very beautiful. Her lips are full and painted the bright red of blood to match her hair. What she is wearing is far different from all the other vampires we have seen before. Pure white linen pants are above bare milky white feet. Her top is a long-sleeved blouse of the same pure white color. 
 
    The only other thing she has is jewelry. Rings and bracelets adorn her hands and arms. Atop her head is a rose gold circlet. All of her jewelry is accented with rubies of different shapes and sizes all over. For a brief moment, there and gone, I swear I saw a tiny frown appear as she studies us. 
 
    Cautiously, Vorak and Timbre step forward a little to get away from the wall and the door that closed behind us. Following along in formation still, we’re watched by the vampires across the room. The only thing moving is their eyes. If they’re trying to look creepy as all get-out, then they are succeeding brilliantly. As we slowly approach, I take a moment to scan them. The two in the plate armor read the same way as one another, as do the two in the robes. This gave me the impression they were generated by the dungeon. 
 
      
 
    Male Vampire, Level 29, Bloodletter. HP: 100%. 
 
      
 
    Male Vampire, Level 29, Crimson Carver. HP: 100%. 
 
      
 
    Florence Fairchild: Female Master Vampire, Level 30, Blood Mage, Mentalist, Corruptor. Sanguine Tide Clergy, (Champion). HP: 100%. 
 
      
 
    The master in the middle has much more in her information than I’m used to getting. Sanguine Tide Clergy? The fact that it shows the Champion title is interesting too. With the parenthesis I think it only shows up because we already figured it out. What is truly worrisome is their levels. Four Level 29 vampires backed by a mage master doesn’t look good for my group. At least we still outnumber them. 
 
    As I was trying to formulate a plan that would give us a chance, Florence’s eyes brighten and her lips curve in a smile. “I knew you would accept my challenge. Did you like how I renamed the dungeon?” My confusion must have been obvious, because she gives a little giggle. “Yes, that is what I said. I renamed it. She waves her arm around the whole place. This dungeon is now the temple to my Patron, Torq. With her help I was able to bend this place to my will and mold it into her altar.” She points behind her to reveal the large bloody stone altar near the back wall. 
 
    I’m speechless at this revelation. Since when was it possible to force an interdimensional being like a dungeon to do anything? The master vampire continues talking while I’m distracted though. “This is my lucky day too. I was expecting one Champion, but here we have three. My goddess will be happy with the sacrifices I bring her today.” She is not one for long speeches, I guess. The master vampire then releases a crimson aura that envelopes everyone nearby. 
 
    Recognizing a Champion aura, I release my own Angelic Aura. Two more aura’s flow out of Timbre and Gem as they follow suite. Knowing that this is going to be a hard fight I don’t hold back anything and release Song of Redemption as well. The new energy associated with my Champion abilities flows up once more and envelops my allies accompanied by the faint music like before, bolstering their spirit. 
 
    The status bar in the corner of my vision lights up with new icons and I take a split second to check them. There are the ones I just released as well as another buff from Gem’s aura. It gives an increase to all Life magic based healing on allies. There is one other icon in my vision. The symbol is a red droplet and it doubles the damage done by bleed effects. 
 
    As the auras spread out there is a pause, a calm before the storm. The tension rises between our two groups and I communicate with Thia through the bond, telling her what I want her to do. A few seconds that feel like an eternity end as Florence flings her hands out to the sides. Leaning forward she opens her mouth. What comes out is a horrible shriek that has multiple tones and digs into our ears like it’s inside our heads. Then I realize it is in our heads. 
 
    The others grip their ears with their hands in an attempt to muffle the mental scream. With my own magical resistances and the help of my aura, which reduces the strength of negative status effects on my party, I’m able to do what I planned. The other vampires took the cue from their leader and started forward. I don’t give them a chance to close with us though. Bracing myself with my back leg and holding both arms forward I release my armed Whirlpool. 
 
    Out of the air a massive amount of water forms and rushes in to surround the group of five vampires. As it starts to spin the mana begins draining from me. The vortex of water starts picking up speed as the vampires can be seen within, clawing toward the edges. A few seconds pass as the spell builds even more velocity and a few arms reach out of the water feature. “Now!” I shout to Thia.  
 
    Immediately she releases the skill she has prepared. A large ball of golden lightning shoots forward. When it hits the water, it disperses a massive amount of electricity. Ball and Chain was designed to release extra balls of lightning to cover a large area. But with the water conducting it in all directions, it energizes the whole spinning pool of liquid. 
 
    “Gem. Icicles!” The next cry causes Gem to jump. She casts right away though. A few more seconds, and the rotating water spell has shards of jagged ice floating around, slicing exposed flesh wherever it can get to. More mana drains from me as I try to take out at least the weaker adversaries. 
 
    A tinge of red becomes visible as the water bleeds its victims. Hopes starting to rise that we may be able to gain the advantage in this fight, I’m unprepared for the retaliation. The water suddenly lights up from within and before anyone can react, a spear of blood shoots out of the whirlpool. Going right between Vorak and Timbre they can only turn their heads as it goes by.  
 
    Concentrating on maintaining the high-level spell makes my response sluggish. The spell is headed right for me and I barely flinch to the side before it collides with my Mana Barrier. The tip of the blood spear penetrated the barrier, slowing only a small amount before impaling me in the left shoulder. New armor or not, that spell gets to flesh and flings me back several feet to land on my back. 
 
    The force of the strike and the pain that flares from my shoulder breaks my concentration, ending the spell. In a matter of two or three seconds the water that was the vampires’ prison collapses to the floor and runs off to join the blood along the walls. The blood spell impaling me liquifies and coats me in the sticky substance. The hole it leaves starts gushing blood of its own. Spells start landing from Gem to close up the wound and I look to the vampires. 
 
    The big armored ones are only down about a third of their HP, while the robed ones are down two thirds. Florence, despite being a mage and not wearing armor, only lost about a quarter of her HP. As I watch, the armored vampires draw sickles in both hands and charge forward to meet Vorak and Timbre in hand to hand combat. 
 
    “The left one,” I say to Azzaria and Thia. Knowing exactly what I mean, they launch their respective attacks at the leftmost Crimson Carver. I add my own overcharged Ice Lance as I get off the ground.  
 
    He must have opted for a counter strike instead of defense because he raises an arm and a crescent of blood shoots toward us from the nearby fountain. That was a bad move. A glowing arrow embeds itself in the center of his chest and my spear takes him in the gut, pushing him back a step. Thia though, utilizes Livewire and channels Zap into the Crimson Carver for all she is worth. The golden lightning keeps pumping into the target, not letting up. 
 
    The caster must have aimed for me since my barrier was down. Thankfully, I had enough time to manifest the Mana Shield effect on my staff. Thia keeps up the pressure on her target and it drops into a steaming pile without having been able to move due to the paralysis Thia’s lightning caused. The other vampires weren’t idle during this time and another blade of magical blood flies our direction. 
 
    Meanwhile, the master has been concentrating and muttering to herself. At least that is what it looked like until I noticed something coming out of the blood pools to the sides. Rising out of the pools come golems about three feet high with blades for arms. And there are a lot of them. Azzaria and Thia quickly switch targets to the other caster when the first falls, but this one has a magical shield up to protect him. The melee fight is going okay since Gem is keeping our side healed up. 
 
    Calling for backup; I cast my summoning spells to bring in a water snake, lesser earth golem, and salamander to help us. The golem and snake set off to either side to engage the summoned golems. The salamander stays back and launches fireballs, alternating between the two spawn points. Before either of my summons can reach their targets though, I step through Folded Space to appear amidst the blood golems in front of the snake. 
 
    A quick cast of Fire Nova obliterates the enemy golems there, before I quickly repeat the action on the other side. With the reduced number of blood golems already conjured my hopes are that my own summons can hold off the tide. One last use of Folded Space takes me back to my starting point next to the salamander. 
 
    Taking stock of the situation once more I see an issue with the front line. Not only are our melee fighters getting healed now, but the caster that Azzaria and Thia are hammering on is healing his own fighters. Just about to launch an attack to help break the defenses of the Crimson Carver I stop as his protection fails. The reddish barrier cracks and then shatters as the tethers of red magic connecting it to the two Bloodletters stops.  
 
    The caster lifts an arm, clearly trying to raise more magical defenses but arches his back suddenly. A strangled cry leaves his mouth for only a brief moment as he freezes up completely. That is when Ian smugly digs both daggers into the lower back of the would-be healer. He had been out of sight for so long that I had forgotten he was here. Removing his daggers swiftly, he slits the vampire’s throat before reaching around and driving the other knife into its heart. With a flourish of his blade, Ian steps away from the body and disappears once more. 
 
    Two down and three to go. Using standard tactics bring the adds down, and then taking on the boss together has worked so far. Florence’s casting seems to be picking up speed though. More and more golems made of thick crimson spew forth from the pools at the side and my summons aren’t able to keep up. Much longer and they’ll be banished. Then our numbers advantage will have been reversed. Still, the stronger enemies we need to focus on are the vampires. 
 
    “Focus on Timbre’s target.” As Ian skulks around the edge of the battle I switch to the larger vampire in plate armor trying to hit Timbre. She has switched from the larger shield and smaller hammer to the two-handed version of her weapon. Timbre weaves in and out of her attacker’s swings, avoiding a slice from one sickle to block another on the haft of her hammer. In a swift motion she flings the curved blade away, opening up her opponent.  
 
    The close maneuver forces her to shorten the swing to land on the vampire’s shoulder. If she had more room, it may have crippled her enemy, but at this range, the force is greatly reduced. The blow still shaves off a good portion of the monsters dwindling health. Timbre jumps back after contact, expecting a counter, but she needn't have worried. With three ranged now able to help out, the plate armored vampire was bombarded from multiple directions.  
 
    As he stumbles back from the impact of exploding arrows, Earth Spikes, and golden feather blades, Timbre takes a big overhand swing with the two-handed war hammer. The heavy head of the hammer arcs forward to land on the crown of the vampire’s head and continues. The gruesome sight makes me cringe a little as the head collapses down to the shoulders and the Bloodletter goes limp as a sack of potatoes. 
 
    Focused on another part of the battle as I was, the blood golem that tackles me from the side is a surprise. Thankfully I had restored my Mana Barrier after summoning my helpers or the blood golems bladed arms would have skewered me. Stunned from the unexpected attack I’m unable to stop the next couple of swings from the creature, which crack my new barrier. 
 
    Regaining my composure, I push an arm against its chest and release my first-ever learned spell. Or more accurately, a stream of them. One after another, Mana Bolts stream from my palm into my attacker’s chest. A couple of seconds and it liquifies, coating me in another layer of disgusting liquid. Sitting up, I see more of the golems heading toward me and Gem. Taking a second to overcharge a spell just a little I then release Forked lightning into the charging mob. 
 
    Red mist is my reward as all the creatures vaporize before me. Still there are more. I cast again and again, lightning constantly flowing from me as though I were the thunder caller himself. Then the blood golems thin out a little, then more. As I look over to our main target of this venture, I see Timbre hammering away at the master vampire’s magical shield. While I was handling the overflow of golems that overwhelmed my summons, she had charged the master, forcing her to stop summoning. 
 
    Florence takes a step back from a solid strike to her barrier magic and snarls. A ring of red magic bursts from her in an expanding circle. The magic blasts Timbre off her feet and a chunk of her HP leaves the bar for her in the upper right corner of my vision. The shockwave doesn’t just catch Timbre though. The last of the master’s minions also takes a hit along with Vorak. They both go down and the wave of energy fades out. 
 
    Thia and Azzaria don’t let up their bombardment of the Bloodletter. Joining their attack allows us to overwhelm him in his weakened state. When the vampire goes still there is a cry from Gem. “She is casting again.” 
 
    The master vampire is muttering something like before and I look to the pools in the back of the room. My water snake is gone, but the salamander has been destroying the leftover golems from that side. The lesser earth golem is pounding away on the last of the blood golems on the left side of the room. More don’t come from the pools at first. Before timbre and Vorak can converge on Florence there is a churning under the liquid of the pool on the left. 
 
    Turbulent crimson blood bulges upward from the surface and forms a round bubble. Then two shoulders appear, followed by arms and a torso. In a matter of seconds, a fifteen-foot-tall, person-shaped figure made of blood towers over everyone. Timbre and Vorak collide against the master’s barrier at nearly the same time. It shatters and forces her to stumble back. It’s too late though. The creature has been summoned. 
 
    The much larger golem steps out of the pool it was birthed from and its dripping foot flattens the earth golem and its final opponent at the same time. Sounds of battle can be heard from where the final vampire is, but my focus is on the gargantuan thing that took only two steps to cross most of the room. Arrows imbued with skills sink into the golems body, doing little damage. Even Thia’s lightning spells are having a reduced effect on it. 
 
    Since she isn’t much help here, I yell for Azzaria to switch targets. Thia’s attacks are still doing something so I leave her on the golem while I try to help. Earth Spikes drive up through its feet, but that has about as much effect as Azaria’s arrows. Next are Ice Lances. They get absorbed as well, though I can see it visibly slow some. Just in front of me and Gem, it raises a huge fist and brings it down toward my head with surprising force. 
 
    Not trusting my barrier to hold against something of that magnitude I bring out the Mana Shield again and leap to the side. As quick as it is for its size, I’m unable to get clear of the attack. Blue light flares as the shield takes a glancing blow and I’m flung to the side further. Rolling to a stop on the stone floor, I shake off the dizziness from my tumble and stand. Thia flings golden feathers that materialize in her hands and then connects to them inside the golem with her Bladestrike skill. 
 
    Golden lightning rains down on the golem, finally eliciting a reaction. Lit up from within by the flashes of electrical current, the golem stops with an arm raised, prepared for another blow. This one aimed at Gem. As Thia calls down lightning strike after lightning strike, the golem seems to lose control somewhat. The raised arm sags a little before reforming. The legs get a wobbly look and the whole summon sways on its feet. 
 
    Raising both of my arms I release the two Flame Waves I was charging. They didn’t get the maximum I was capable of because I didn’t trust that there was enough time for it. The two fiery walls were ten feet tall each and overlapped in the middle. Moving forward, the fire scorches the groups beneath it and steam rises up from the ground where it passes. 
 
    The golem, still being electrocuted by my familiar, seems oblivious to the approaching flames. Until they make contact that is. Popping and sizzling sounds can be heard when my spells touch it. Struggling even harder against its paralysis, the golem sways even more. Before it can fight through the effect, the giant golem is engulfed in fire. HP dropping, our foe gets through the scorching waves. It even has about thirty percent HP left.  
 
    Timbre and Vorak have started dueling with the master. She has been unable to raise a new magic barrier since they are keeping the pressure on, but she is far from defenseless. Timbre is on the left and takes an overhead swing. Vorak backs her up with a jab from the right. Florence may be a magic user but as a vampire she isn’t weak physically either. In a move both fast and graceful, she ducks to the side away from Timbre’s blow and then under Vorak’s punch. 
 
    The speedy evasion is followed by a kick from the vampire to Timbre. Her bare foot collides with my companion’s shoulder, and the direwolf staggers. There isn’t much damage, but the opening allows for Florence to straighten and release a stunning shriek. This buys her a moment to jump back and start casting. Red-black tendrils of magic shoot from her palms and slam into the two fighters she was engaged with.  
 
    Both of them seize up from the contact and a new debuff can be seen under their HP bars. It’s called Corruption and it’s causing damage over time and lowers mental stats. My party members don’t stay idle and start pushing back against the spell as they close in on Florence like they are pushing through hurricane powered winds. Azzaria fires a particularly bright arrow that splits halfway to the target. Two parts about half as bright as the original impact, one arrow hitting each of the master vampire’s arms. The spell assaulting Timbre and Vorak disappears but the debuff remains. 
 
    That is all I get a chance to see before the blood golem is back in the fight. Jumping back from the hammer fist it drops on my location I’m still pelted with shards of shattered stone. Before it can lift the arm again for another strike, I call forth my weapon in its scythe form. Hopping forward I bring the blade down on what would be the wrist. There is a flash of blue on contact and the limb is severed. The golem jerks its arm back as though it could feel the attack and stumbles away. Before it can recover, Thia flings more feathers into it and calls down more lightning.  
 
    Launching Fireballs at the massive golem to help, I assist in bringing it down to 10% health. As we continue attacking, keeping it off-balance with the concussive force of my spells, it begins to shrink. We don’t let it get off another attack. It tries to defend itself by raising its arms to block, but that can’t save it. five feet tall with only a sliver of life left it turns, like it’s going to retreat to the blood pool behind it.  
 
    Worried that a blood golem can regenerate itself when submerged in blood, I aim for a foot. The Fireball takes off the appendage on the much shorter golem. Not wanting to leave the others to face the blood god Champion on their own we finish the summoned creature off after it falls to the ground. 
 
    The scene before us when we turn back is not great. With a mad fury, the Champion is flinging spells, one after another, into Vorak as Timbre is clutching her head and muttering. My beast companion thrashes around as if in a waking nightmare and doesn’t move. Azzaria is having a tough time firing on the vampire because she keeps backing up and keeping the massive blarit between them as she fires red bolts of magic into the tank. 
 
    The tides turn quickly when the whole party is able to focus on the single target. If she jumps to one side to prevent Azzaria from shooting her, Thia hits her with feather blades or lightning. If she avoids Thia, Azzaria makes her pay. This keeps up for a couple minutes as Florence is steadily pushed back. She doesn’t give up, though, and she is tenacious about stacking debuffs that weaken or bleed the party with her magic. 
 
    Finally, when she is at 10% of her HP and backed up to the altar on the far side of the room, things change. Thinking victory is in reach, she catches me off-guard again and changes it up. More frustrated with the relentless assault on her than ever before, Florence raises her head and screams. A shockwave of force ripples out from her and throws everyone back and onto the ground. The concussion leaves a ringing in our ears and something else. Struggling to our feet is difficult. It feels like something is holding us in place. That is when I notice another debuff.  
 
    The skill she used had a mental effect that makes it hard to move and slows our reactions. “This isn’t supposed to happen.” The mast vampire screams at no one. “She said I could defeat them. What else can I do?” Her shouting intensifies as we struggle, and she paces furiously in front of the altar.  
 
    When I’m finally on my feet she turns to my party and me. “You’re pathetic. There was no way you could win but you just kept pushing. Now you are forcing me to do this. I don’t want to, but to end your annoying existence I will.” Then she pulls out something from the small pouch at her side. 
 
    I knew what it was the moment I laid eyes on it. There is a large clear crystal in her hand. It’s the size of a person’s head and has broken pieces of stone on the top and bottom, from where it was forcibly removed from its place in the ground. 
 
    A Dungeon Heart. 
 
    The crystal pulses slowly with red light as Florence hops on top of the altar to her patron god. “Now you will see the power of my god through me. Behold and know despair.” With those leading words she hugs the heart crystal to her chest. The crystal lights up red but the color doesn’t fade. It gets brighter and brighter. Then the altar beneath her feet seems to respond. The blood caked stone slab beneath the Champion lights up with sickly red light as well. Soon the two are so bright that the rest of us need to cover our eyes. 
 
    Closing my eyelids still allows blinding light to pierce my retinas. In response I raise an arm to block the light and preserve my vision. When the light starts to fade, I lower my arm and open my eyes. Blinking to clear the spots, I also evaluate the party status. Gem is really low on mana and so am I. Vorak and Timbre are barely above half HP but the rest of us are fine. The sparkles that were obscuring vision finally clear, but the thing in front of me makes me think I’m still seeing things. That can’t be real, can it? 
 
    On the altar to Torq where Florence once stood is a creature that would give Lovecraft nightmares. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Teeth, so many teeth. The creature now writhing before us has more teeth than I could scarcely form a guess at. So many in fact, that one mouth couldn’t hold them. Only something with multiple orifices meant for them could hope to have this many. That’s not it either. The vaguely person shaped monster has far more appendages than before. The thing that was Florence the master vampire is red all over, with thick looking rubbery skin and no face. Where a face was is now only the dungeon heart set into a larger than normal head. 
 
    The teeth start where her stomach was. Now it’s just an open maw filled with fangs and snapping threateningly. Holding it up are four thick, jointless clublike appendages. Only bloody tatters remain of the once pure white clothes that the vampire had worn. Maybe if she had decent armor, she would have been harder to beat before. Now though, I’m pretty sure the tables have turned. 
 
    No longer does our opponent have arms either. At least not in the previous sense that she did. Hell, I’m not even sure it can be called a she anymore. There are 4 limbs coming out of the sides of the torso, with two more coming out the shoulders on its back. Each arm is a knobby tentacle with a bulbous growth at the end. The ball of flesh at the end of each ten-foot whip opens to reveal more mouths, chock-full of fangs. 
 
    That is not all though. No, on top of all that, there are even more teeth. Along each of the six red colored tentacles are more teeth that look like those from a shark. There are two rows of them on opposite sides of the appendages and they run all the way down their lengths. They remind me of the nose on a sawfish. In the stunned moments of seeing the horror before us I have the presence of mind to use Identify. 
 
    The results are not what I expected. Like the name of the dungeon there seems to be something wrong. Knowing that Gwydia is the one that ultimately creates the messages, even if it’s in some sort of automated process, makes me nervous. It could be possible that she just isn’t paying attention at this time and that the automatic process doesn’t have a preloaded description, but I doubt that. Considering we’re fighting the Champion to another god, I’m pretty sure she would be paying close attention. 
 
    I do get some information from the attempt. The name still shows as Florence and the HP shows it’s back to full. Her race is no longer a vampire, but something called a Corrupted Blood Abomination. Her classes are gone and as I read the message in front of me it flickers. The Champion title flickers in and out, being replaced with the Dungeon Boss title constantly. Blood Dungeon Heart is something else that flickers into legibility. There are other symbols but they’re all unintelligible. 
 
    Level is the last thing that is still visible, and the most worrisome thing of all. Where before she was Level 30, Florence is now much higher. A Level 40 boss could very well be something that is an insurmountable enemy for those of us in the mid-20s. Not that there is another option for us but to fight. At least there are no more minions for us to worry about now. 
 
    Our evaluation of the new dungeon boss takes a few seconds but the thing in front of us doesn’t try to attack. Instead it looks like it’s getting used to the new body it has. Florence, if that really is her mind in there, whips her limbs around her as if testing their reach. The head with the dungeon heart embedded in it turns from side to side as if it’s looking around. Maybe it is. There are no eyes anywhere that can be seen on the abomination so the crystal might be acting as the eyes. 
 
    About half a minute later, the monster lowers itself from the altar with its ten-foot-long tentacled arms. Taking a step forward causes it to stumble on the first try with its four legs. A couple more steps is all it takes to get the hang of it. Each step it takes we back up one of our own. The control it has now is obvious as all six tentacle limbs fan out around the nausea inducing creature, mouths pointing in our direction.  
 
    The most horrifying and disturbing things about its appearance are the hints of what it once was. Despite the red color of its skin overall, the slender, feminine shoulders of the attractive woman still remain. Before transitioning into four stubby looking legs the thighs and hips are also disturbingly similar to what they once were. Now those hips are even covered with what look like small cutoff shorts fit for a cowgirl in the summer. Last, but not least, are the patches of thick red hair that still cling to the misshapen head. 
 
    The party all shakes off their revulsion and horror when the boss hops forward and brings its saw-like tentacles to bear. They shoot forward like striking vipers at the six of us that are visible. Those of us that still have a Mana Barrier in place have the magical protection shattered instantly. Gem has her own barrier magic that she must have taken the time to cast during the lull in fighting. Her protection flares a deep blue all around her, before it breaks, too. 
 
    Vorak was the only one unprotected in the first assault and takes the lightning quick strike on his shoulder. The fangs bite into the wood there but one of Vorak’s huge metal clad hands grips it at the base of the fleshy bulb. Ripping away the mouth that was gnawing on him allows him to yank on the tentacle. His move pulls the boss forward a little, but by that point all of the other limbs have retracted from their attack.  
 
    The other five arms attack and Vorak is forced to let go so he can use both hands to defend against the snapping mouths. His punches cause some damage to the boss but don’t have a noticeable effect on them otherwise. Azzaria’s arrows hit some of the tentacles as they thrash against Vorak, knocking them away.  
 
    Pulling out the last of my mana potions I hand one to Thia and Gem each. These are much more powerful than the ones from before, which is why I was saving them until now. The strong potions were part of the batch Enora handed me before we left. The hope was not to need something of the caliber of these potions, but this is an emergency. The three of us down the contents and our mana levels instantly jump. If we could wait for them to take full effect then we may have been back to full in our MP bars, but that isn’t in the cards. 
 
    Gem has her work cut out for her as she needs to cast immediately on Vorak. He has been taking a real beating since drawing the full attention of the Dungeon boss. Azzaria has been trying to help him defend with her arrows to minimal effect.  
 
    Timbre has switched her shield and hammer back to the defensive configuration and rushes in to take a spot near Vorak. Even with both of them together Florence is pushing them back. Thia and I fire off our own spells at this point. The tentacles are flailing around too much and the risk of hitting our own is too great, so we aim for the main body. Golden electricity arcs from both our hands to the dungeon boss. 
 
    In retaliation, the main body lights up like something inside is glowing. The light splits and moves through all the arms. In a second the light reaches the knobs at the ends. Simultaneously the six mouths turn in our direction. Opening their mouths wide, spikes of solidified blood shoot out at us. Both of us are forced to drop to the ground or be impaled upon the foot-long shards. The glowing blood-sicles hit the wall behind us and explode with a magical concussion. 
 
    Pulling ourselves up once again, Thia is undeterred and resumes attacking the boss. For me I take a moment to cast some support spells. The summoning spells I have are all on cooldown now and the salamander was banished when the spell ran out of time. There are still a few tricks up my sleeve though.  
 
    First thing cast is Consecrate. Green gold light flows down from my hand into the ground below. When the magic hits the floor of the cavern it spreads out in a circle around me to encompass Gem, Thia, Azzaria, and I. This should provide a boost to our regeneration. It doesn’t help Timbre or Vorak at the moment, but if they keep getting pushed back like they are right now then they’ll be within the circle soon. 
 
    Haste is cast on Vorak to help him keep up with the numerous strikes from so many limbs. The next spell is aimed at the terror tearing into our melee fighters. Weaken Dense will increase the damage we inflict, little as it has been at this point. The last thing I do is cast Stasis. There is one stored as an armed spell, but I take the time to cast it normally to save the armed one for later. 
 
    “Step back!” My words are the first thing heard over the sound of fighting since the master vampire’s transformation. With a reaction that could only be this smooth from practice, both Timbre and Vorak take one full step back. This puts them in the consecrated circle of healing magic. This also stops them from being caught in the time spell I release on Florence. She freezes in place and the whole party piles on as much ranged damage as possible.  
 
    I went back to using Sun Beam and Shadow Beam like last time. Their damage stacks so well that they’re perfect for this situation, even if their opposing types make them hard to cast at the same time. Arrows hang in midair from Azzaria and lightning from Thia has piled into the slowed time effect. Along with that are icicles from Gem and throwing knives from our three melee fighters. The array of different attacks hanging there is impressive. 
 
    The boss, only down by about seven percent of its HP before, loses a huge chunk when time returns to normal. The blitz assault from everyone instantly drops it below 75% total. The disturbing stomach mouth flies open and releases a terror inducing scream. Literally terror inducing, since it causes the Terror debuff to appear. Thankfully we are able to keep our wits due to the reduced effect from my aura. 
 
    Florence returns to attacking but with renewed ferocity. The limbs move faster, and any wounds inflicted seem to be closing before our eyes. As I join the fight, I can see that our opponent is regenerating. Dodging the projectiles that it’s constantly firing at this point is near impossible, so we’re all taking constant damage. Gem is having trouble keeping up and all of our HP is decreasing steadily. 
 
    On the plus side, we’re causing damage to the boss faster than it can heal. There is a big negative though. We are barely making any progress and will run out of mana way before this thing dies. A plan starts taking shape in my mind, but I can’t say it to the others in case Florence still has her intellect and could understand. Minutes pass and life is leaking away from everyone. 
 
    A misstep causes Timbre to stumble and one of the limbs quickly takes advantage. Snaking around her waist it pulls her closer to the man body. There is a screeching sound as the teeth lining the limbs scratch into the blessed armor the Champion is wearing. Obviously, some of her teeth are making it through the gaps, because her HP dips quickly. Gem heals her but there is blood seeping between the coiled tentacle and the health is draining away too quickly.  
 
    There is nothing I can do from where I am to stop it. Timbre is going to die in the grip of this monstrosity. Calling forth the staff on my wrist to its scythe form I crouch to jump forward in a desperate attempt to save my mate. Before I can move and try my hand at cutting the limb off, the dungeon boss jerks forward as something lands on its back. Black blood sprays into the air as Ian appears, clinging to the dagger shoved into the joint of the tentacle where it meets the back. 
 
    With a twist and turn, the rogue carves out a chunk of rubbery skin and muscle, severing the tentacle that holds Timbre. The whole limb crashes to the ground and releases Timbre. It’s too late though. Before Gem can get off another heal, Timbre reverts to her wolf form and goes still. Her status bar in the corner of my vision, just beneath my own, goes grey and a new icon appears under it. The shattering of my heart feels like an audible thing that everyone should be able to hear. 
 
    A lot of damage was done to the boss from Ian’s attack, but it is furious now. The rogue plunges his daggers into the wound he already made causing even more damage. He wasn’t able to escape after that attack though. Another arm swings back to crash into his back. The teeth on the tentacled arm dig in, and when the limb moves again, they tear and rip as Ian is thrown away.  
 
    The massive blow from such a high-level opponent doesn’t kill him outright, but he is in bad shape. Making matters worse is the Champion aura that Florence is still putting out. Bleed effects are doubled and really doing a number on Ian. If not for that aura Timbre may have been able to make it through until Ian helped out. 
 
    Incensed by the carnage—and especially the limp direwolf on the ground—I cast spell after spell. Earth Spike impales one of the legs, Shadow Spike another. Minutes have passed in this fight, but it seems like an eternity. Death enhanced Ice Lances fly forward from one hand while the other releases Light enhanced Fireballs. In the reckless retaliation for it hurting Timbre, I don’t notice a couple of the arms slipping to the side as the boss advances on the lone Vorak. 
 
    A warning shout from Azzaria is the first indication of the danger that sinks into my all-encompassing rage. Just as I notice the two limbs coming my way something slams into my side. Tumbling onto the ground a person lands atop me. From the pale skin and blonde hair, I can tell it is Azzaria. When I roll her off of me her eyes are wide and her hands holding closed a jagged gash in her neck from one of the arms meant for me.  
 
    Barely able to reach for her, those green eyes of hers slip shut and her arms fall away from the wound. A scream wells up in my throat. Then my eyes catch something, or at least the lack of something. On the hand holding her neck wound there are only two rings. Each hand can have up to three without them interfering with one another and I knew Azzaria had plenty to pick from for a full set. 
 
    That is when I remember when Azzaria had suggestively placed a very special ring on her left ring finger. The same left hand I’m looking at now. Hope for her and Timbre blossoms once again and I quickly stand. Hope or not, this is looking bad. Vorak is getting battered and we’re down two people. Three if Ian isn’t able to join or bleeds out. To save Timbre and Azzaria we need to finish this. Now. 
 
    The abomination is still above 50% HP but that is actually a good thing for my plan. Jumping back as far as I can, I overcharge another round of fire and ice. When the spells hit, bringing the boss down to 53% HP and making it scream again, I use the armed Stasis spell I usually keep. When the boss freezes, I yell at the others, “Clear away from the boss! Do not touch it for at least 10 seconds after the stasis drops! Get the others away from it, too!”  
 
    Turning to Gem specifically, I tell her, “Heal Timbre and Azzaria right now. Don’t worry if you can’t see any visible change, then top off Vorak.” There is a somber look in her eyes, like she is going to protest, but I don’t have time to explain. Looking at the screaming, wide open mouth of the boss I pull out the little surprise I got from Enroa before leaving, compliments of Penelope. As I recall the description it gave when I used Identify, I quickly create a Folded Space in front of me and cast the vial through. 
 
      
 
    Overactive Death Moss Progenitor Spores: When these spores are released, they will infect anything they come into contact with. Infected creatures will take damage equal to that already taken over 10 seconds. Spores will burn out and die on their own after that, unless the host dies. If the host of these spores dies, then a new Death Moss Progenitor will be born. Item class: Superior. 
 
      
 
    The brightly glowing vial of purple powder appears within the screaming mouth of the abomination, and within the slowed time effect. Not sure what the radius of the effect from such a dangerous item is I won’t risk it. Reaching down I scoop up Azzaria’s prone form. Turning, my legs carry us away from the boss as fast as they possibly can. Vorak can be seen ahead of me already with the furry tail of Timbre hanging out of his arms. Gem slithers by me in the direction we are headed. She is casting heals on Timbre and Azzaria as she goes, her course set for Ian. 
 
    There are only four or five seconds for us to get away before the Stasis spell ends. When it does, I turn in time to see the screaming maw of fangs that is the majority of Florence’s torso close. A puff of purple particles escapes the mouth and fall to the floor. For a second I was worried that it didn’t work. The dungeon boss takes a step in our direction as if nothing is wrong.  
 
    A second step turns into a stumble though. Dark purple veins start appearing around the mouth. The raised spider web of discolored veins and arteries quickly spread, soon covering the dungeon boss from head to toe. It thrashes around, completely unconcerned with us now that the spores are burning through its system. That is one worry I had that was unfounded. The description was a little vague so there was no way to know if the infected boss could spread that infection to others. 
 
    Vorak takes a step forward, raising his hand in preparation. Gem raises her hand as if to cast on the distracted boss too. “Don’t attack it yet. If it dies before the infection runs its course, we’ll have to deal with a Death Moss Progenitor, too.” From the corner of my eye I catch the horrified looks of both Gem and Vorak. Thia stands beside me stoically, already knowing about my contingency plan. I told her through the bond about what I received from Enora during our long flight here from Thunderbird’s Roost. 
 
    The tension rises as we stand and watch. It was bad enough in the dungeon, fighting a Death Moss Progenitor, but fighting one that has subverted a Level 40 would likely lead to our bodies joining the Death Moss collective. And since that vial was my trump card there were no more tricks to throw at it that could save us. 
 
    The Dungeon boss thrashes the whole ten seconds of infection before it died out. As I watch Florence’s HP, I see it drain at an amazing rate. When it dropped below 50% the teeth on the arms doubled in length and a few balls of blood leave the mouths at the ends of the arms. When the randomly flung blobs hit something there is a hissing sound and steam rises from the spot. Corrosive blood. 
 
    Halfway through the effects of the spores, I send Thia a mental signal. We haven’t done this since her evolution, but Merge happens without a hitch. Thia jumps and shifts to her feathered serpent form before going translucent and diving into me. After we have become one, I do notice a few differences now. Through our joined consciousness, and the feeling that I get from the golden feathered wings on my back, I can tell they are tougher. The fancy new armor I’m wearing also adjusted automatically to the change, allowing the wings to come out through slits that formed in the back. That was good to know. 
 
    I chide myself for wasting the second it took to feel out the wings. Or was that Thia? It’s hard to tell who is thinking what when our consciousnesses are joined like this. Either way it’s a good point. We can explore the differences further when we get through this. 
 
    A new stronger Mana Barrier is cast on myself in preparation for the finale of this fight. Next is Stone Skin for added protection. The last second or two is spent watching the boss and overcharging Lightning and Waterspout. When the abomination gets below 25% HP it speeds up and then even more when it drops below 10%. It must be some sort of enraged mechanic. 
 
    When the time is up there are a few seconds as the purple veins showing all over the boss receded that it looks confused by the sudden relief. That is quickly over as it catches sight of us, with burning rage in its eyes. A deafening roar escapes the huge mouth in challenge. There is no psychic component to it that is an attack, but it’s loud enough to leave our ears ringing. 
 
    Survival for all of us depends on us whittling down the last six percent of health that boss still retains. Vorak steps forward to defend once more but I can’t have him in the way. With a flap from my wings I gain altitude. The difference in my strength, and Thia’s evolution, make it so that I almost slam us into the ceiling. It was much easier to fly than it used to be. With a free line of sight on the corrupted blood creature I release the spells that were fighting me for control. 
 
    A torrent of water leaves my left hand to crash down on the enemy. Before it can hit, I release electricity from my right hand into the stream of water. The force of the two spells leaving me actually pushes me higher, pinning my back against the ceiling for a moment. My attack was effective though. The joined forces of my spells come crashing down on the boss. Its power was enough to pin the arms to the ground as the main body squatted to a near sitting position for support. 
 
    When it’s over, Florence stands up straight once more. The attack only shaved off a couple percent of its health, and that is it. It did draw a big target on my back though. As soon as the corrupted monster catches sight of me the tentacle arms whip balls and spikes of blood magic in my direction. With Thia to help, I’m able to perform a few aerial acrobatics in order to dodge. 
 
    We drop under the first spell and a flap spins us away from an acidic spell. Another flap and a barrel roll avoid a couple more sharp looking blood magic spells, but there are too many to dodge completely. About to be hit, Thia uses Ride the Lightning. The world turns a golden yellow and streaks past us for a moment before returning to normal with us on the opposite side of the room. The boss has been chasing us from the ground though, and it’s faster than expected. During the flight we have dropped a few more feet and are well within its physical reach now. Flipping to face the way we came shows us the bosses arms swiping at us. 
 
    The Mana Barrier is stronger than it was before thanks to the combined stats of both Thia and me. Its first hit is absorbed and the second cracks the protection. Operating on instincts from Thia, we flap our right wing at the next attacker and slice through its rubbery appendage. The maneuver causes us to drop the rest of the way to the floor though. 
 
    On the ground, the fourth limb that was attacking changes course to meet us. Unable to counter, this attack shatters the new Mana Barrier. At least we’re able to cut off the next limb to swipe at us with those elongated saw-like teeth. The remaining three limbs pull back and it’s obvious they aren’t going to get close again. Before they can start flinging magic my way there is a loud thud followed quickly by another. 
 
    Swaying forward on its powerful legs, the boss fires spikes of blood at me with the three remaining limbs and then swipes them behind it. There is a grunt from Vorak who had followed and snuck up behind Florence for a sneak attack. Nearly half his HP disappears from the corner of my vision. It quickly rises some as Gem gets back to work, but she doesn’t have much left in the tank. Another couple heals and she’ll be empty. 
 
    With the arms distracted I call forth the scythe once more and lunge forward. The golden feathered wings on my back shot forward at the same time that I plunge the blade of my weapon into the tattered shirt over the boss’ chest. The feathers and scythe blade only penetrate the rubbery flesh a couple inches before a huge impact slams me in the chest. 
 
    Flying through the air for a second puts me on the floor. Rolling over a couple times brings me to a stop near the blood channel at the side of the room. The three remaining arms were able to counter before I could finish off Florence. Before I can get fully to my feet again spells start raining down on me. On one knee, Thia was able to fold the wings around us. Their metal-like properties augmented with Stone Skin deflect some of the spells and mitigate the damage that does get through. 
 
    Clutching at my bruised chest, it feels like I have broken ribs. At least the stabbing pain every time I breath in tells me that. After a second I raise the Mana Shield to stop the direct attacks. Some are getting around it though. As I watch the dwindling MP and HP bars in the corner of my vision a sense of despair sets in. If this keeps up, I’ll be dead, and then the boss will move on to kill the rest of my party, one by one. 
 
    A moment later I hear a heavy footfall nearby. From the look of Vorak I caught before the wings covered me it’s obvious that help won’t be coming from him. Gem is focusing all her attention on Vorak just to keep him alive. Waiting for it, I’m ready when there is a slight pause in the falling spells. Flinging open the wings that were protecting me and opening myself up to the spells on their way I play my final gambit. 
 
    With a scream of pain and determination the armed Dragon’s Breath spell circle forms in my throat for a second time in one day. After using it before I was able to arm it once again. I can’t raise any extra protection before I make my move, so the next couple spikes of blood get to me, and both pierce my stomach. Expecting it, I don’t let up.  
 
    More mana drains from my pool as I fight through the pain. Flames plow into the boss engulfing it completely, but I got a glimpse of its remaining HP, two percent. Exhausted and hurting makes holding the powerful spell difficult. The dizziness that washes over me a few seconds later from low mana makes me lose control of it. 
 
    Flames sputter and die, revealing a prone form on the ground. Reaching down I go to pull the spike from my stomach, but they have already liquified and blood is pouring out of the wounds. Panicking a little I look to the prone form again and it hasn’t moved. Then I check the icons below my health bar. The aura that makes bleeding effects worse is gone, to my relief. Even without it though I’m losing a lot of blood. 
 
    Almost completely drained of mana, there isn’t enough for me to heal myself. Head fuzzy from the blood loss, all I can do is watch as my life ticks away. Part of my mind stirs, providing a mental smack to the other part of it. Thia is still a part of me and she is practically shouting through the haze my mind has become. Her message finally penetrates my thick skull and the answer is obvious. 
 
    Below 10% health now, my vision begins getting dark around the edges. The tunnel vision doesn’t stop me from willing a deep red potion from my storage. I was completely out of mana potions after the ones I used after Florence’s transformation, but that doesn’t mean I was out of health potions.  
 
    As the blood continues to pump out of my wounds, my arms get weak. Mustering every bit of strength that I can doesn’t allow me to bridge the gap between my hand and mouth. With only 3% of my HP left, I’m too weak from exhaustion and blood loss to help myself. The loss of HP slows as I watch it. It isn’t going to be enough. The bleeding must be slowing but I’ll be long dead before it stops completely. Part of my mind that recognizes itself as Thia takes control of my limbs, but she can’t do any more than I. 
 
    Nearly resigned to my fate and my sight completely black, I felt something grab my hand. The potion is ripped from my limp fingers and panic wells up again. Cold glass meets my lips and liquid floods my mouth. Gulping what I can on reflex sends fire down my throat. Chapped and raw lips from my last spell burn, but in a good way. The fog of death clearing slightly brings understanding. The potion is being emptied into my mouth. 
 
    A trickle runs down the side of my face but I’m able to swallow most of what is force fed to me. Eternity passes as my vision slowly clears. At some point a part of my mind disappears. Being torn away from the icy grip of death makes it seem like a lifetime in the dark. What meets my eyes when they’re clear is a concerned lamia. Gem must have been the one to feed me the potion. 
 
    She must have noticed when my eyes focused on her because the relief on her exhausted features is palpable. With a sigh she sits back on her butt next to me, tail curled around to the side. “Almost thought we lost you there too.” Her eyes look behind me and she nods her head, satisfied. 
 
    Something shifts below me. about to try and sit up to see what it is Gem puts a hand on my chest. I may have fed a few points into my STR, but she has more; that is obvious to me as she pushes me back down. I am still weak from the ordeal, though, so it isn’t like she has to try hard. 
 
    She answers the mystery I was trying to solve by sitting up though. “Thia is okay and you are laying on her now. The potion I fed you seems to be working on both of you since you split, though at about half capacity. A little longer and you should be out of danger, but you should let the holes in your stomach seal up before moving.” 
 
    A crash resounds through the large room a moment later and I almost try and sit up again. Until a sharp pain in my chest reminds me that I have broken ribs too. Other than the surprised first reaction from Gem, she remains calm though. There is a lot of noise from the direction of the door, but I relax too when I hear Grondar barking orders to healers and other members of the raid group. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    “When I first entered that chamber, I thought the worst. I’m glad that I was mistaken though. No idea what I would have told Enora much less Dolan and Hildre if you all had died.” Grondar paces in front of us after we tell him what happened. After he busted in with the rest of the raid the healers patched up Vorak, Ian, and I. Before too many could see, I sent the raid away again. 
 
    From what I heard, the portal for the dungeon failed at the same time the abomination that was Florence died. When I asked Grondar how they got down the long hallway so fast he just looked at me funny. Looking through the open door myself showed me a corridor that was only a hundred feet long before sunlight could be seen streaming in the cave mouth. Without the space warping effect of the dungeon it seems the cave is rather small. 
 
    Grondar was forced to wait after that, as my mana had recovered enough for me to use carefully. Reverse Pain was used on Azzaria to heal her neck so it wouldn’t leave a scar. The wound looked nasty. It gaped open and the lack of bleeding made it possible to see deep into the gash. That was gone, good as new, in a few minutes of casting. Everyone, including Camille who stayed when the rest of the raid was sent away, watched with confused or sad expressions. 
 
    Grondar looks like he is going to say something as I move on to healing Timbre, but Gem shakes her head, and he remains silent. Waiting for my mana to recover again I turn to them. “They aren’t dead. I won’t explain how, but they’re in a sort of suspended animation. They should wake up soon.” With that said I turned back to my work in healing Timbre. I even took the time to repair their gear using Turn Back Damage. 
 
    Now, after the fact, I realize that I must have looked like I was in denial of the fact my girls were dead. A quiet chuckle leaves my lips now as I remember the look on everyone's faces when Timbre, then Azzaria gasped in a large breath after their hour of sleep. Camille looked amazed, but Grondar took a step back with a worried look. If I were to guess, then I think he might have thought her a zombie or something at first. That quickly passed when Azzaria started asking about what happened. 
 
    All of us awake now, we explained what happened to everyone. During my part I didn’t mention anything about the special rings Azzaria, Timbre and I wore. The fewer people that knew about them the better. 
 
    Now that everyone is caught up Grondar waves behind him. “How about looting? The sooner the better, and the faster we can get out of here.” 
 
    Pulling ourselves off the floor, my party heads in different directions to loot the vampire bodies littered around the room. The boss/Champion is where I set my sights. Unlike the weird Simulacrum that we fought in the hall leading to this room the vampires we killed here were real. That is to say they weren’t some construct made by the dungeon. That means they didn’t disappear and left goodies for us to collect. 
 
    Camille is the only one that followed me. “Was this the Champion you said would be here?” I can only nod to her as I take in the limp body of the deformed master vampire. After a moment of me not saying anything, she spoke in a hushed voice. “What is it?” 
 
    Shaking my head, I turn to look her in the eyes. “When we first entered this was a gorgeous redheaded woman. She was overconfident in her higher level, and the gifts her patron gave her. We killed her minions and she was losing.” Shaking my head to banish the memory of that scene from only a little over an hour ago I kneel. We left a few things out of the story for the sake of brevity, so I fill her in on what little I know. “I’m not sure if she knew what she would become or not, but I assume she didn’t. Better to die the way she was than to live like this, if you ask me.” 
 
    Kneeling there I start going through her pockets and the one pouch on her belt. “Like I said earlier, when it was obvious that we would beat her she called out to her goddess and hopped up on the altar over there. She had the dungeon heart in her bag and pulled it out before hugging it to her chest. After that, there was a bright light, and this is what emerged. She mentioned being able to change the dungeon or something with the help of her goddess and I assume it has something to do with the heart. In the end I think she merged herself and the heart to become the boss of this dungeon and the very embodiment of its power.” 
 
    In the pouch were a bunch of coins of every type. Other than that, there is only one thing of note in there. A spellbook that I can’t use. If what I have heard about Blood magic is true, then I don’t think I want to learn it.  
 
      
 
    Spellbook: Red Splinter: Fire a solidified shard of blood. Upon hitting its target, it liquifies. Causes excessive bleeding. Class: Mage only. Blood type magic unlocked. 
 
      
 
    The clothes she was wearing may have been nice at one point but after the change they were ruined. Around her neck there was a necklace though. It’s for a caster and almost as good as the one I have. Thia and Gem can figure out which one of them gets it. Moving on, I examine the remnants of the dungeon heart. It shattered when Florence died apparently. The clear chunks of crystal are spilling from the burnt head it once was affixed to. 
 
      
 
    Dungeon Heart Shard: A piece of a dungeon heart that was destroyed. No longer able to support a dungeon it has become inert. It could still be useful for crafting. 
 
    Crafting ingredient. Item class: Rare. 
 
      
 
    Collecting all the shards, some having to be dislodged from the corpse of the dungeon boss, they go into storage. The money and the spellbook join them, but I hang onto the necklace. Done looting I stand once more. The rest of my party is still going through the other vampire bodies, so I watch. Gem takes the shield from one of the tanks and it reminds me of the armor being made from her. It should be done soon.  
 
    Florence was overconfident, but if she had good armor like the rest of us then it could have been a different outcome. Looking through the benefits of my own items it shows that the armor and jewelry more than double my INT and WIS, the main stats associated with magic. Even my other stats get a nice boost now too. Imagining the master vampire with spells twice as powerful sends a shiver down my back. I hand the necklace to Thia when she walks by and she goes to Gem, giving it to her. 
 
    When the looting is finished, we come together, and Camille and Grondar join my party. “What about the altar?” Grondar says. 
 
    That was a point that was worrying me too. “Let’s go check it out. This isn’t a Mana Fount, as far as I can tell, so I’m not sure if there is anything to do or worry about.”  
 
    We approach the blood-soaked stone. Stepping around behind it, my foot kicks over something and there is a loud clatter of metal on stone. Camille turns her head to the side, trying to look around the stone. “What was that?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I say before bending over to retrieve whatever made the noise. It’s a chalice. Gold with gems embedded in it, the item is beautiful. All except for one thing. The rim and sides of the vessel are coated in dried blood. Oddly enough, the inside is spotless. Standing up again I place it on the disgusting altar. “This was on the ground back here.” 
 
    Before I can examine it with my skill Camille recoils from it. “That is a sacrificial focus. Obviously for Torq.” Everyone looks to her curiously. “It allows the user to talk to Torq directly when used in a place like this. To use it though, the hearts blood of a person must be used. No doubt that was that ultimate fate awaiting those prisoners we freed.” 
 
    “What should we do with it then?” 
 
    The dryad looks at me with a grave expression. “It is tainted. I can feel it from here. It’s useless for anything but that of sacrifice now. Even melting it down can’t cleanse the taint from it. Anything made from it will try to corrupt the user just like blood magic.” 
 
    There it is again, the risks of using blood magic. For me, the desire to learn as much magic, as much about mana as there is, isn’t enough to override that fear of what I could become should I venture down the path of corruption. Already I have changed from the person I came to this world as. The image of myself as a flying demon from my dream pops into my head. Would something like that happen to me if I gave into temptation? 
 
    Without another thought, I bring my hand up to grip the cup. Overcharging Burning Palm to the max brings a wispy blue flame to surround my hand. I hold the cup, feeling the heat without it burning me for the entire duration of the spell. Unfortunately, nothing happens. The chalice is proving rather resistant. Wondering what we’ll have to do to destroy it I set the vessel down and look to the others for ideas. 
 
    Shaking heads meet my gaze. Reluctantly I place it in Dimensional Storage. “We’ll need to figure out a way to get rid of that so that it can’t influence anyone again.” That leaves the altar itself to deal with. Until now we have all been avoiding actual contact with the gruesome block of stone. Reluctantly I rest my hand on the surface and get a message I was hoping for. Accepting the request to rededicate the altar to my pantheon starts the process. 
 
    The altar glows beneath the gore. Green, purple and violet light pierces through what is covering the stone and soon the blood starts flaking away. Clean now, the stone beneath swirls with the three different colors. A moment later the effect on the altar spreads to the room. Where everything was tinted red through the whole place it’s like color returns to the world.  
 
    Starting from the altar and radiating out, the stone becomes normal, grey and brown. The blood fountains stop as the rivers around the room start drying up, the substance within sinking into the stone and leaving a clean channel behind. Water starts to flow from the fountains now. As the rivers around the room fill with water, plants start to sprout along the banks. 
 
    Along the top of the room, just beneath the ceiling, multicolored lights appear. They’re in all colors imaginable and float around in random patterns. The magical illumination gives the places a peaceful and happy vibe. The next change has everyone drawing their weapons once more. From the walls and out of places on the dirt floor, skeletons burst free. They get to their feet and our group prepares to strike. 
 
    “Wait!” says Timbre as she steps in front of us. “Don’t attack. I can feel them, sort of. They won’t hurt us. They’re here to tend to this place and protect any who truthfully seek sanctuary.” 
 
    Vorak is looking behind her at the skeletons but his question is directed at Timbre. “How do you know?” 
 
    She shakes her head as if unsure how to word it. “I just do. I think it’s because they are linked to my patron, Morsith. I can just feel their intentions.” 
 
    As she is speaking the skeletons move around, but none of them are threatening us. A few minutes of watching proves Timbre right as they begin watering the different plants that have sprung up all over. 
 
    Camille nods her armored head as if she knows what is going on. “You created a sanctuary. When dedicating connected locations to the same god or pantheon you create sanctuaries. These are places of refuge for travelers or refugees, anyone really. As long as they only seek safety then they’re allowed in. Anyone with the intention of harming the sanctuary or those inside will be attacked by the guardians.” 
 
    “Connected how though?” I ask her. 
 
    “Through the ley lines.” She turns from admiring the transformed room to address me face to face. “You have a Mana Fount back in Thunderbird’s Roost. One of the ley lines originating from there must run underneath here. Likely, that is what made this place so desirable for the altar, not to mention why the dungeon formed here. Dungeons are more likely to form where ley lines are close to the surface.” 
 
    So much good information from my new ally interests me and I want to question her more. There are people waiting though, so it’s time to leave. “Thank you, Camille, for explaining. I would like to talk to you about this more, but now we have people waiting to go home. Let’s talk more when we’re back in TR.” Chatting amiable, we leave the room where the boss fight happened. 
 
    On the way out I notice the door and point it out to the others. Where once it had scenes of death and rebirth into the service of Torq and her Champion there are three figures. They’re very accurate depictions of Gwydia, Sofia, and Morsith. My patron is on top and the other two are a little lower and to the sides. All of them have open arms and smiles on their faces, Morsith is a little creepy though since he has no lips as a skeleton. 
 
    When we’re done checking out the welcoming change to the metal door we trek through the much shorter tunnel. It’s good to be out in the open when we leave the mountain, but it’s a little crowded. The whole raid, even the wounded and freed prisoners, is waiting for us. Grondar sidles up behind me and fills me in. “We thought it best to wait for you here while you dealt with the dungeon. Consolidating our forces again was best defensively. Plus, the earlier everyone can get back the better.” 
 
    He has a point and now we don’t have to trek all the way back to the clearing. The smell of the burning corpses may have something to do with everyone’s desire to move up here too. Raising my voice, I call out to the various people milling around. When the noise dies down, and all eyes are on me, I address them. “Line up for departure. Just like when you came here. There is a limited amount of time for the door to remain open so move quickly and clear the way on the other side. I want the former prisoners up front. Help anyone that needs it so that nothing slows down the line.” 
 
    It takes a few minutes, but soon everyone is lined up and waiting. A few of the prisoners have malnourishment debuffs that can’t be removed until they get enough food, so there are guards holding them up, ready to help them through. The stronger members are lined up in the back with bodies slung over their shoulders. Dead they may be, but no citizen of Thunderbird’s Roost will be left behind. 
 
    With so many people needing to pass through, I overcharge the Dimensional Door spell to its max once more. With the dungeons time dilation, it has been well past the eight hours needed for the cooldown. If someone else had taken the trip through the dungeon and I waited out here, then it would still need a few more hours before it would be usable again. Knowing the drill, when the portal opens the line starts filtering through. Last through are my party members and me. 
 
    Back in the castle, the hall I opened the portal to is in chaos. Guards are running around and the council, including some of the new elders that recently arrived, are talking to Grondar. The guards quickly carry away the dead and usher the freed prisoners away to get situated. After a few minutes goes by the hall clears out and the rest of us move to the new dining hall to take a seat. 
 
    “Don’t be leavin’ us in suspense now, what happened?” Dolan says. 
 
    Starting with my flight and our time scouting the vampire base of operations, I then turn it over to Grondar at the point where I opened the portal for the raid to come through. After that I sit back at let the others take turns telling the extended council what happened. As I sit, I greet Fuar, who swoops in and lands on my head. Reaching up, I give him a pat before turning back to the conversation. 
 
    Not needing to say anything with all the others here to do it, I start pulling up my messages for the day. There is a lot to see and I’m glad that I’m able to will a summary for it all from the notifications. A lot has happened since I checked them last. Since entering the dungeon, I have used pretty much all the different types of magic I have access to. It shows too, in the gains from the hours spent fighting.  
 
      
 
    LEVEL UP! 
 
    You have increased your level by 1. 
 
    You are now Level 26. 
 
    As a Void Human, you get 6 points to apply to your Stats, 1 Celestial Mage Talent Point and 1 Divine Mage Talent Point. 
 
    As you are a Mage, +1 INT +1 WIS are allocated. You currently have 4 undistributed SP, 1 undistributed Celestial Mage TP and 1 undistributed Divine Mage TP. 
 
    You can distribute these from your status page. 
 
    Continue to increase your level to follow the path of true power. 
 
    Fight for the RIGHT to survive! 
 
      
 
    LEVEL UP! 
 
    Your Familiar, Thia, has increased in level by 1. 
 
    Thia is now Level 26. 
 
    As your Familiar, she gets 5 points to apply to her Stats, and 2 Talent Points. 
 
    Thia currently has 5 undistributed SP, and 2 undistributed TP. 
 
    You can distribute these from your Familiar’s status page. 
 
    Continue to increase your Familiar’s level to follow the path of true power. 
 
    Fight for the RIGHT to survive! 
 
      
 
    Satisfaction spreads through me as I see the increase in level. It isn’t really surprising, considering the high level of enemies we faced when entering the challenge dungeon—not to mention the boss’s minions at the end, and the final, super-high-level dungeon boss. The amount of experience that was gained actually brought me more than halfway to Level 27, too. Leveling up isn’t the only gain to be seen from the whole ordeal. 
 
    Thia ended up with at least a single level in every skill she has. Zapp, Knifewings, Ball and Chain, and Bladestrike gain two. Her new skill, Static Defense, actually gained three levels. Quick Study is definitely paying off here. It gets me wondering if I should suggest to my other party members to start placing points in INT in order to boost their learning speed. A suggestion maybe, but it isn’t like I’m going to force anyone to do anything. 
 
    Next is the breakdown for my own gains. The only magic types that didn’t get anything were Abjuration and Death. Dark type magic actually had an increase of two. As for abilities, Polearm Mastery and Light Armor Mastery also gained a level apiece. Seeing the quantized growth there in black and white is a good feeling. There was one other thing of note in the summary. Three Champion points were awarded to me, two for killing Torq’s Champion and one for taking control of the altar. With a little time left before the others finish explaining what happened at the vampire base of operations, it’s time to do a little maintenance on our status pages. 
 
    Opening Thia’s page first I allocate her SP. Two of the five go into WIS. INT, VIT and AGI get the last three SP, one for each. Next I move on to her talent tree. This is easy. After all, we already discussed her decision on the next level up. Placing both of her talent points into Sleet gives her a new attack. This new skill of hers will call down a cold sleet that damages and slows the target. The second point makes the ice falling on the target sharper, colder. Overall it increases the damage and the effect of the debuff. 
 
    Now on to my own status page. following the same pattern as before, I place one SP into INT and WIS. Those last two go into VIT. Now comes the decision on where to place the talent points. Having stared at that tree long enough in the past, I already know what I plan to do with the Celestial Mage TP. That goes into Reflective Armor. This is under the talent that gave me the Magic Armor spell. Now it will have a 5% chance to reflect a hostile spell back on the caster. Two more TP can be placed in this talent that will bring the overall chance of reflection to 15%. 
 
    Where the challenge comes in is for my Divine Mage talent tree. There are a few things to choose from, but the two things available that really interest me are Passive Retribution and Unstable Mind. Branching off from the Divine Retribution talent that has been so useful to cast on our melee fighters, Passive Retribution allows for it to be cast as an ongoing buff that reduces mana regeneration to keep it active. The only con about this talent is that it only works on the caster, so only the regular version can be cast on others. 
 
    On the other hand, Unstable Mind is a debuff from the transmutation branch of the talent tree. Apparently, it randomly alters a target's brain chemistry to cause a random mental debuff. More of an ability I can make use of, the effect is random so who knows what it could do. In the end I plan on getting both, but Unstable Mind seems like the more useful talent short term. Placing the point completes the maintenance on the combat side. 
 
    About to move on to the professional side of my development I’m interrupted by a metal clad elbow digging into my side. “Vol! You still with us?” Looking to the speaker, I see Azzaria looking at me questioningly. She is sitting to my left, while Camille, still fully suited up in armor, is on my right. 
 
    “Sorry, I was preoccupied. What were you asking?” 
 
    Azzaria just rolls her eyes at me. I can tell she knew what I was doing though. With everything she knows about me, the siren song of a new level and stat distribution isn’t a secret. “I was just asking what we do now?” 
 
    Taking a moment to collect my thoughts, I answer honestly. “We build up Thunderbird’s Roost. I’m also going to help build up the defenses in the pass. After that? We help our new allies secure the kingdom and abolish slavery. A few of us have quests we can work on. For now, that is enough. We will make this city great, and safe.” 
 
    My little impromptu speech must have pleased many in the room because most everyone is smiling. Others are nodding their heads in appreciation. Even a lot of the newcomers seem happy. There are a couple of the elders here that look thoughtful though. An older looking dwarf, a sign of how truly ancient he is, looks to Dolan. With the nod of confirmation from the leader of the council, he stands. My name is Rolok Gemseeker. My clan and many from the townsfolk that I came here with were mainly miners. We would like to move south and start a new town where the mine is located.” 
 
    Lucky is the word that comes to mind at the question. The mine was brought to my attention before, but no one was working it. Before it was too dangerous to send anyone there because of the vampires. But now? Still, the mine is in the territory controlled by Thunderbird’s Roost. “Sure, but there is a condition.” Rolok looks uncertain about this. “You’re mining town will still be in the area of influence for TR. You will need to pay a tax in ore to mine there.” 
 
    With relief on his face, he nods. “Of course. That was expected.” 
 
    With a smile I reach out and shake his hand. “I’m sure Dolan can work out the details with you on the tax amount.” Releasing his hand, I look at the other people present. “Is there anything else pressing that we need to talk about?” When no one speaks up I sit back again. The next part of what I have to say brings a frown to my face, and grief to my heart. “It’s dark, but I think it best to hold the funeral as soon as possible. Please have the bodies of our fallen delivered to the memorial site and call any that wish to attend.” 
 
    Soon, runners are sent, and food is brought out for dinner. Camille turns to me and asks, “What of us?” 
 
    I didn’t need to ask what she meant. “My spell still needs some time to cooldown. In a few hours I’ll send you back. Until then, consider yourselves our guests.” 
 
    After that there is quiet chatter and I tuck into my food with the others. During the meal I pull up my profession and specialty talent trees. It has been a few levels since I took care of business for them and I have four points in Enchanter to distribute as well as two in Bonding. The first thing to get a talent point is Alter Enchantment from the Disenchant branch. This will allow me to update enchantments to that of my current skill level with all the new benefits of my talents. It’ll be especially useful as the skill level of Enchanting increases. 
 
    Three TP left. Two of those go into a talent called Reduced mana resistance. With a quest from a goddess to make armor for Gem this talent will be particularly useful. As a lamia with natural strength increases, she is used to wearing heavier armor. The first point in this talent will reduce negative effects of the materials to casting by 25%. Maxing out the talent with another point will reduce the penalties from the heavier armor by half. An added bonus to that, if the armor is lighter and doesn’t have any penalties, this talent will actually increase spell power by 10%. 
 
    Only one point left to distribute in my Enchanting profession talent tree. Now that the next tier down is visible there are more choices to review. After a few minutes of reviewing what is available I place the last point in Mana Efficiency. This is a talent that branches off from Active Skill Power. It will reduce the mana casts from active enchantments by 5% and then ten later when I max it out. That will come later though. 
 
    Moving on, I open the talent tree for my professional specialty. The first thing I do is finish off Soul Bind Living by adding one point to it, for a total of three. Whatever I bind to me with this talent will now have two-way telepathic communication, much like the familiar bond Thia and I share. I still haven’t used this on anyone, and the talents that branch off of it are unpleasant. It might be useful to have with Azzaria and Timbre, but it’s something I’m reluctant to ask of them considering how invasive it is. 
 
    Almost done with everything, I notice that everyone is finished eating. Time is short; the funeral drawing close. Skimming the available talents, I end up placing the last point into something called Remote Casting. This is a curious talent, more focused on combat it would seem. In the past I was told that my talent trees would be custom to me and my abilities. What does it say about me and what I’m becoming when even my profession offers combat oriented talents?  
 
    What it does is allow me to cast spells through anything I am bound to without touching it, requiring twice the normal amount of mana. With another point in the talent it will reduce the overall cost per spell to one and a half times normal. Taking only a brief moment to think about it, I can see a few ways this could be beneficial, even in a support type role. In the end I feel a little accomplished now that I have everything in order. Time is short now, so I put off browsing the Champion page in my status for another time. Maybe I’ll talk to Timbre and Gem about what kind of things they have available to choose in their own Champion status pages. 
 
    It’s time though. Honoring the dead is important, and I want to make sure those that honored this land with their blood are respected in return. Standing, all eyes turn to me. “It’s time. Come, let us lay to rest those that gave everything for us, this land, and those they cared for.” A subdued silence descends on the room. Rising from their seats, everyone present starts shuffling to the door. Azzaria, Thia, Timbre and I wait to leave last and huddle close. Drawing a deep breath into my lunges I prepare for another heart wrenching scene, feeling support from those close to me.  
 
    A leader needs to be strong in front of his people. Strong but caring. Straightening my back, I step out of the room and make my way to the memorial site, the girls following closely behind. During the walk I let my face slip though. My acting skill is necessary for this task. Everyone that sees my face on our procession can see it in my features. What is necessary will be done, but throwing lives away is not an option. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Chalky bitterness fills his mouth. That is the first thing he experiences. Before that it was blessed unconsciousness with the promise of oblivion. But oblivion never came. Trying to clear his mouth only opens it up for more ash to enter. Buried completely in the substance, it even makes it hard to breath. Enough air gets through that he doesn’t suffocate though. That moment of contemplation is all he gets before agony radiates from every part of his body. 
 
    Rise. The word consumes his mind, cutting through the pain to be heard. Wanting to shout and scream at the voice he opens his mouth, only for it to be filled with more ash. Choking and spitting, he forces his body to move. Planting hands on the soft ash covered ground he pushes. Something lays across his back, holding him down. More pain spikes from his spine. Clenching his teeth, he pushes against the weight, ignoring the sharp pain in his lip. At first the weight doesn’t budge. Clenching his jaw even harder he redoubles his effort. 
 
    With a crack and scraping sound he is able to slowly push himself free of the ash he was buried in. His face free of the ash, he can take a look around. It’s dark out and Sarel finds himself alone in the aftermath of the battle. Snarling at the memory of being defeated by that stupid human, he shifts to the side. The change in position is enough to dislodge the charred tree from on top of him. 
 
    Aching muscles protesting, the dark elf turned vampire stands. Coughing and spitting ensues as he tries to clear his mouth, nose, lungs, and everywhere else of the pervasive ash. The clearing where they had their base is now the obvious site of a battle. All that is left is a smoldering pile of ash to one side and the charred trees that fell. Turned earth and damp spots tinted red dot the ground everywhere else. 
 
    Looking around proves useless. Nothing of use was left and not a single living soul remains. Worse yet, the connection he felt ever since being turned into a creature of death and blood is gone. There is only one explanation. His master is dead. He respected her power, even admired it a little. Not like he cared for her though. She was just a means to an end: Power. Now that she was gone and he had nothing, Sarel just floated in indecision.  
 
    Then it came again. Good, disciple. 
 
    Spinning around in an attempt to look everywhere at once he sees nothing. Where was that coming from? “Show yourself. What do you want?” 
 
    A chuckle is the only answer he gets for a moment. Then, the voice comes again, and he realizes his mistake. The voice wasn’t real, but in his head. I am not physically present, but I can see into you. Power is something I can give you. I can feel your desire for it. Your soul craves it as a starving man craves food. There is always a price though.  
 
    This is always the way of those with power. Sarel feels it is only natural that something so precious as power would have a cost. He had done it before and he would be willing to pay anything to have the power to destroy that human who cost him everything, more than once now. “If it’s truly power you offer than no price is too steep.” Again, with the creepy mind laugh. Sarel is not deterred though. 
 
    Good. You will need that resolve. Go where I lead, and you will have your chance at what you seek. 
 
    Confused, Sarel looks around once more. Just as he was getting impatient and about to say something to the mysterious being, he feels a tug. Turning in the direction it leads he finds himself pointing east. Hatred filling his heart, the red and charred dark elf heads in the direction he is being led. Barely looking better than a corpse, the hairless man begins a journey unknown. As he moves, he barely spends a moment to see the HP bar in his mind rise, little by little. “You may have won the battle Vol, but I’ll be back to win the war. You will regret the day you every came to Efftin and met me.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It’s finally time, thinks Lord Enlit. The ambassador from the empire of light has come to see him. The armored man is a mystery. He came to the city not too long ago and offered the powerful noble a deal. A kingship he was already working toward was to be the reward for his help. Lord Enlit didn’t say anything at the time because the threat of the empire would allow for him to move his plans forward. He may have the backing of a good portion of the kingdom’s army, but not all of it. With subtle threats from the ambassador, most of the troops under the king’s control were sent to the pass. 
 
    Lord Enlit knew even that many soldiers weren’t enough to stop a truly motivated push from the Empire of Light. It would guarantee they had to make a true effort though. With only his royal guard to protect him, Lord Enlit was sure that his troops—already on their way back to the capital under the pretense of reinforcing the city—could successfully deal with the King of Plora. Once that was done none of the other nobles would dare challenge his claim to the throne. 
 
    A small twitch of the lips is the only indication of how pleased he was to see the ambassador enter his office. Still armored, he approaches the noble’s desk as Enlit rises and they shake hands. “Good to see you again. What brings you to my home?” 
 
    The gruff yet musical voice filters through the helm on the ambassador’s head. “The king is up to something. My sources say he had a meeting with someone, and they were unable to find out whom. Also, that young member of the castle staff we spoke of before went missing. You are to make your move as soon as your men arrive. We can’t afford for the king to surprise us.” 
 
    As the most influential person in the kingdom, even more so than the king he felt, the noble was not happy with being ordered around. Still, he kept his expression composed and the anger out of his voice when he spoke. “Of course.” Besides, he needed the ambassador to keep his word so that there would be no problems with his coronation. Being king under an empire is better than fighting that empire. As a part of the empire of light there would be a larger market for his slave operation. More places to hunt for stock would be available to him as well. 
 
    That last thought sours his avarice a little. Lately, Knottwood Forest has become troublesome. That mage should be returning to agree to his proposal soon. If not, then he would be dealt with after Lord Enlit’s ascension. “It will be done. I look forward to becoming a part of the great Empire of Light.” Taking his own seat again, Enlit smiles inside at the obvious dismissal. 
 
    A moment of silence follows and the ambitious noble gets a little nervous when the ambassador doesn’t leave immediately. He didn’t know exactly how strong the armor-clad man was, just that he was over Level 30. And he never traveled with guards, a sure sign that he could take care of himself. When the foreigner finally turns and briskly walks out, Lord Enlit—future ruler of the Kingdom of Plora—releases a small sigh of relief. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Walking through the thriving orchard I look at the few people here. The turnout is smaller than the last funeral, but that was the first one here in TR and there are fewer dead this time too. I do recognize the faces of all those prisoners we rescued from the vampires. Each of them is grim faced but they’re obviously here to show their support and gratitude.  
 
    The quickly growing trees in the orchard are beautiful in the light of the two rising moons, giving the whole scene a peaceful ambiance. At the cliff wall, the glowing names of our fallen can be seen clearly. Tonight, we add a few more. Hopefully that will be all for some time.  
 
    The small crowd parts as our procession gets near. The councilors take up position around the bridge over the water channel in front of the cliff wall. Stepping onto the small rock bridge I walk into the alcove I created for the burials. Within the wide space are the four citizens of Thunderbird’s Roost. They’re wrapped in white cloth, prepared to be laid to rest.  
 
    With their faces exposed I recognize all of them. One of them I remember from the raid on the humans slaving party back before we left Efftin behind. Two of them were members of the group that helped my party deal with the skoloc problem. The last was one of the adventurers. It was an elf from the party with all the pets. This fact was even more obvious by the creature laying beside it. The jet-black snake lies next to its companion. If I were to guess, the beast companion died protecting its friend. 
 
     Knowing all of these people really hits home. Even though we weren’t close friends, we fought together. That kind of thing means a lot. A tear trickles down my face, but I don’t wipe it away. Unashamed of the show of emotion I turn back to the crowd. I’m not the only one affected by the loss. There is something else on the faces of the people attending other than just grief though. Pride shines behind clouded eyes. Pride for those that made the ultimate sacrifice for the people of this place. Pride in Thunderbird’s Roost for being a place worthy of that sacrifice. 
 
    Holding back the emotions a little so I can speak, I address those before me. “There isn’t much to say. I feel that the actions of those that lay here speak for better than anything I could say. Thunderbird’s Roost is still very young, but it’s the best place to live, in my opinion. These men and women proved that to me, as do the people of this city every day. Each of these individuals fought with me to protect this land on more than one occasion and, though I wish this wasn’t the outcome, they knew they were doing the right thing.” 
 
    Scanning the gathered crowd, I spotted many more people I recognize, either in passing or from combat. “In honor of them, and the others we lost, we will continue. We will make this place a refuge to all those that wish to live in peace. But as these four knew, peace comes at a cost. A cost often paid for by the best of us and in blood. Though the cost is steep, it’s a bargain for that which it buys. Let us take a moment of silence to honor the fallen before we induct them into our hearts for all time.” 
 
    Then, lowering my head, I close my eyes, trying to remember all the times I had seen these lost lives in the past. After a sufficient amount of time in remembrance I raise my head once more to see the somber faces of my people. The knights from Plora are also in attendance. Though they’re all in full armor still, their body language clearly conveys their reverence for this moment. 
 
    When everyone is looking to me once more, Bolden steps up. His eyes say he would like to take part in the ceremony, so I nodded to him. The old gnome crosses the bridge and steps to the left. With his Earth magic he adds two names to the wall with the rest. Stepping over to the right he adds two more. Done with his part he steps away and passes me with a nod before joining the rest of the crowd once more. 
 
    Approaching the left side first, I read the names as I enchant the cliff wall, so they glow and burn like the rest. Sherith Sweetsung and Cordel Boringer are on the left. On the right are the names Loren Pastern and Darwel Silkern. As the names burn with enchantment, I step back to join the crowd myself. Everyone seemed to know what to do at this moment and, without prompting, individuals start filing across the little moat to place objects on the bodies of their loved ones and friends. 
 
    Flowers and small knick knacks join heartfelt letters to the departed in the memorial space until the line has finished. Looking around to make sure there are no others I step forward and draw mana to a complex spell circle that forms in the middle of my palm. Instead of the multiple casts of Flame Wave like I used last time, Dragon’s Breath blooms into existence. The intense heat flowing out of my palm like a flame thrower quickly reduces the remains to ash, bone and all. 
 
    Releasing the spell stops the flames and reveals the ash. Beside me, Bolden holds out his hand and uses his Earth magic once more to cause the stone alcove to push the ash into the canal, washing it away. The ashes then join this land completely, having bled and died for it. More tears rolling down my face, I silently vow to do whatever it takes to make sure this place remains something they would be proud to have helped build. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    He is starving. It feels like it has been days since last he had any blood. Being a vampire gives him extra strength. Unfortunately, Sarel was gravely injured and his body needed the energy to heal. Now, mostly healed, his body needs more blood to keep going. Already he is suffering from a debuff to his stats that will only go away when he feeds.  
 
    Hatred is mostly what drives him forward one step at a time. The scene of his hated enemy destroying his new family plays over and over in his head, only further fueling his rage. Though it felt like days it was only just longer than one that he started this journey. The voice directed him on with promises of power. With nothing left behind him Sarel trudges on. 
 
    His odd sense of direction has been leading him east, but it turns him a little northward after he leaves the area around the lone mountain, where his previous den was located. As he passes the trees, some small part of his mind notes the fact that more and more are evergreens. The dried needles beneath his feet crunch under the charred boot soles. The boots are the only pieces of his attire that are still mostly intact. His pants are now barely a loin cloth and the shirt he was wearing under his armor burned away with the rest. 
 
    The longer he walked the stronger the feeling he got for the direction he was supposed to go. Eventually the sense of power he was headed toward practically vibrates through his skull. At this point it’s so strong he can’t determine the specific direction it’s coming from. Realizing the problem, Sarel stops and looks around. He is just about to start walking again, just going the direction he was already headed, when he sees something. 
 
    In front of him and to the left a little ways the trees are graying. Going that way leads him to a clearing in the woods. All the trees around the hundred-yard-wide clearing are getting that sickly gray color to them. Their leaves are falling off, even the needles of the pines nearby are almost all gone. The grass and small plants that would normally cover the ground anywhere the sun could get through the canopy look even worse. 
 
    In the middle of the clearing is a grassy knoll. The grass on top of the small hill is black but looks alive. Not burned, the grass and weeds look like healthy versions of themselves, just black. A creaking sound draws his attention to a tree next to him on the very edge of the clearing. Its twisted branches sway in the nonexistent wind. About to turn away, he almost missed it as the twisted tree branches abruptly sway in his direction. A branch as thick as an arm reaches for him, the twigs and other branches coming off it bend inward like a hand. 
 
    “What the hell?!” exclaims Sarel, though there is no one around to hear him. He steps into the clearing further to get some space away from the trees. As soon as he is out of reach, the tree goes back to being just another tree swaying in the wind. The imaginary breeze that the vampire feels none of. The shift back almost makes him think he imagined the aggressive movement from the tree. Perhaps he is delusional from hunger. The continued, inexplicable movement convinces him otherwise. 
 
    Backing into the clearing further before turning around, he is focused on the trees. Once he feels he is far enough away he turns back to the little hill. The grass beneath him feels odd, almost squishy below his foot as he pivots. That fact is forgotten though when he catches sight of the dark opening in the ground. At the base of the hill and a little to his right there is an opening. 
 
    It’s plenty wide enough for a single person to walk in, but there is long grass all around the hole, obscuring it for casual inspection. When he sees this subterranean entrance the throbbing sense of power subsides to a dull throb. This must be where I’m meant to go, he thinks. Drawn to the side of the hill like a moth to a flame he doesn’t notice the pulling on his boots at first. As he gets closer the black grass gets taller and the tugging gets stronger, more persistent. 
 
    Finally feeling something off he looks down. The black grass and weeds are thicker than they should be, and they look wrong, unnatural. Other than looking unnatural in its construction, all the foliage is acting weird too. Weird as in it’s acting at all. Everything around him is leaning in his direction, as if straining to touch the intruder to their realm. The plants around his legs are twisting around his feet and lower legs, trying to hold him in place. 
 
    Bewildered, Sarel doesn’t lose sight of his goal. Pushing through the increasingly high foliage he makes his way to the dark tunnel. At waist height the resistance is getting difficult for him to push through in his weakened state. When he gets into the entrance it’s dark, like the sun overhead just can’t penetrate the threshold, despite it being around noon.  
 
    Ripping his leg free of the grasping plant life, he turns to the depths and walks forward. Heading deeper into the ground in the sloping cave, Sarel is barely able to make out the walls, even with his improved night vision. There are a couple of twists and turns before light can bee seen ahead. There is also the smell of fresh blood that causes Sarel’s stomach to growl. 
 
    With renewed purpose, the vampire moves forward until the tunnel opens into a room 20 feet across, and maybe eight feet tall. The tableau there stops him in his tracks. The light is coming from a sickly green glowing liquid. It’s splattered on some of the walls and there is a growing pool of it under something he has never seen the likes of before. It looks kind of like a solid black lizard, with scaly sides and tail. It also has four legs, but they are covered in a thin, wiry black fur. The paws are more like that of a wolf too.  
 
    On the creature’s back there are bat-like wings that are far to small to support it in flight. Last, the head. It doesn’t seem to match any of the other parts on this animal. There are teeth, and there are mandibles. It has eyes on either side of its triangle shaped head that are multifaceted and insectile. And it’s still alive, though it looks like it’s on its last leg.  
 
    All around the den, because that is what it reminds Sarel of, are bones. Some are old, ancient even. Others are still bloody and attached to chunks of meat. Dead next to the impossible creature are two black bears with bites and chunks missing from them. Dark red blood pools under them, calling to the blood drinker to feed. It isn’t to be though. 
 
     Drink. The voice is back after being silent for the whole trip. Still, Sarel just knows he doesn’t mean from the normal red blood of the dead bears. No, the impression in his mind that accompanied the voice was of the green fluid. The same substance seeping from the claw and bite marks on the unknown monster. Almost delirious with hunger, the vampire still flinches at the idea of consuming the sickly green glowing substance. A sense of urgency floods his mind from a foreign source. 
 
    Drink now and become my true disciple or hesitate and wallow in weakness. 
 
    Fear of losing his chance at power spikes through Sarel. Shrugging off the disgust he feels, the vampire takes a couple quick steps forward and dives onto the monster. Lifting a coarse furred paw to his mouth he bites, digging his fangs in as deep as possible. A disgusting taste fills his mouth, like burning tar and entrails. No more hesitation though, and the vampire sucks in mouthfuls of the monster’s blood. 
 
    Burning floods his mouth, throat and stomach. There is a strange yowl or whine from the creature before it goes silent. After a few more large gulps of the liquid the burning spreads to the rest of his body. Soon the monster stops breathing and Sarel releases it. The burning all over him gets more intense as he starts gasping for air. When the burning sensation reaches a crescendo Sarel is writhing in pain on the floor. 
 
    Screaming in torment, his muscles expand, stretching his skin and making it feel like he is going to explode. There are also cracking sounds from within his body as bones snap and realign. All of it pales in comparison to the pain the burning energy coursing through his body is causing. That is, until the burning fades everywhere except for in his chest. There, where his heart is, the pain jumps even higher, until he can swear his soul is burning.  
 
    Just as the pain becomes too much and his consciousness is fading, the voice returns with a pleased tone. It’s the last thing he hears before passing out. Welcome to my service Champion. The world will tremble before you my Eldritch Wendigo. 
 
      
 
    The End of Book 3 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Status Pages and Titles 
 
    
    
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Vol Adare 
  
      	  Age 
  
      	  26 
  
     
 
      
      	  Level 
  
      	  26 
  
      	  Race 
  
      	  Void Human 
  
     
 
      
      	  To next level 
  
      	  62% 
  
      	  Patron 
  
      	  Gwydia 
  
     
 
      
      	  HP: 
  
      	  910 
  
      	  MP: 
  
      	  2220 
  
      	  Class 
  
      	  Mage 
  
     
 
      
      	  STR 
  
      	  20 
  
      	  33 
  
      	  Subclass 1 
  
      	  Celestial 
  
     
 
      
      	  AGI 
  
      	  20 
  
      	  43 
  
      	  Subclass 2 
  
      	  Divine 
  
     
 
      
      	  VIT 
  
      	  38 
  
      	  51 
  
      	  Subclass 3 
  
      	  None 
  
     
 
      
      	  INT 
  
      	  62 
  
      	  139 
  
      	  Profession 
  
      	  Enchanter 
  
     
 
      
      	  WIS 
  
      	  60 
  
      	  137 
  
      	  Specialty 
  
      	  Bonding 
  
     
 
      
      	  Unspent SP: 
  
      	  0 
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      	  Familiar 
  
     
 
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Thia 
  
     
 
      
      	  Race 
  
      	  Thunderbird 
  
     
 
      
      	  Level 
  
      	  26 
  
     
 
      
      	  HP: 
  
      	  520 
  
      	  MP: 
  
      	  1240 
  
     
 
      
      	  STR 
  
      	  14 
  
      	  14 
  
     
 
      
      	  AGI 
  
      	  27 
  
      	  38 
  
     
 
      
      	  VIT 
  
      	  27 
  
      	  32 
  
     
 
      
      	  INT 
  
      	  53 
  
      	  79 
  
     
 
      
      	  WIS 
  
      	  54 
  
      	  100 
  
     
 
      
      	  Unspent SP: 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Unspent TP: 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Abilities 
  
     
 
      
      	  Familiar Bond MAX 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mana Transfer MAX 
  
     
 
      
      	  Two Formed MAX 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mount Form MAX 
  
     
 
      
      	  Comprehensive Analysis Level MAX 
  
     
 
      
      	  Quick Study Level MAX 
  
     
 
      
      	  Skills 
  
     
 
      
      	  Zapp Level 23 
  
     
 
      
      	  Screech Level 13 
  
     
 
      
      	  Knifewings Level 22 
  
     
 
      
      	  Ride the Lightning Level 16 
  
     
 
      
      	  Merge Level 7 
  
     
 
      
      	  Chain Lightning Tier MAX Level 14 
  
     
 
      
      	  Ball Lightning Tier MAX Level 15 
  
     
 
      
      	  Ball and Chain Tier MAX Level 13 
  
     
 
      
      	  Bladestrike Tier MAX Level 15 
  
     
 
      
      	  Static Defense Level 4 
  
     
 
      
      	  Sleet Tier MAX Level 1 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Title (World Traveler): One who has traveled across space from another world. Grants the ability “Mana Vacuum”. 
 
      
 
    Title (Blessed of Gwydia): The blessing of the Goddess of Magic, Gwydia. As your Patron, she has made this a permanent effect. Grants 100% resonance with all magic skills and abilities. 
 
      
 
    Title (Dark Horse): You have slain a creature more than 10 levels above yourself without help and before reaching Level 10. +5% damage to all enemies with a higher level than yourself. 
 
      
 
    Title (Bound to Power): Having been bound to a Mana Fount, you now gain +5 MP per level. 
 
      
 
    Title (Dungeon Master): You have claimed a dungeon for yourself and your land. No one can claim it while you live, but the dungeon can be killed. If the dungeon is killed, then all creatures within it will be released. 
 
      
 
    Title (Dungeoneer): You have cleared your first dungeon. +10% damage and healing when in a dungeon. 
 
      
 
    Title (Lord-Duke): Born or not you are now a noble. Reputation with all nobles increased slightly. Other nobles will view you more favorably. This can mean they value you more either as an ally or an enemy. You can delegate positions of power within your domain. 
 
      
 
    Title (Sanguine Tide Bulwark): You have encountered the minions of the blood goddess and your people have survived the Sanguine Tide. You receive +10% to Blood magic resistance while you remain free of its influence. 
 
      
 
    Title (Champion of Gwydia): You have been revealed as the Champion to the Goddess of Magic; Gwydia. As the Champion of a god you are now able to access the Champion Menu. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Abilities 
 
    Vol Adare: 
 
      
 
    Advanced Adaptability Level MAX: A combination of Greater Adaptability, Quick Study, and Comprehensive Analysis. Increases the speed of leveling skills and abilities, includes learning the first level. Makes learning, retaining, and processing information faster and easier for increased speed of adaptation. Your thoughts are clear, and your wits are sharp. Grants one extra SP per level. 
 
      
 
    Mana Vacuum Level MAX: Your body absorbs mana faster. +10% to mana regeneration. 
 
      
 
    Polearm Mastery Level 21: By using a staff, you have started down the path of mastery. +21% to damage when using a staff. Resonance: 90%. 
 
      
 
    Advanced Mana Control Level 18: Combines and advances other abilities, increasing their overall effect. Allows a person to perceive and manipulate mana, delay a spell's release, and overcharge a spell with mana for greater effect at the cost of more mana. For reaching Level 10, all spells require 10% less mana to cast, and range is increased by 10%. Resonance: 100%. 
 
      
 
    Woodcraft Level 10: By demonstrating survival ability in a forest, you have earned Woodcraft. Your survival-related actions within the forest are more effective. Increase the level of this ability to improve its effect. Resonance: 76%. 
 
      
 
    Familiar Bond Tier MAX: The bond between a mage and their Familiar. This allows the mage and Familiar to communicate telepathically and sense each other’s location. Causes the mage and Familiar to share some traits. Increasing the tier of this ability will improve its effectiveness. Can only be improved using talent points from the Familiar. 
 
      
 
    Skinning Level 4: Increase your skinning proficiency for a higher chance of better results. +13% better materials from skinning. Resonance: 69%. 
 
      
 
    Mana Transfer Tier MAX: Allows the Familiar and mage to share mana between them at a 1 to 1 ratio. 
 
      
 
    Enchanting Level 29: The ability to apply permanent enchantments to an item. Professional ability. Resonance 100%. 
 
      
 
    Dimensional Storage Tier MAX: This ability creates a connection to an extradimensional space 15x15x15 feet in size to store things. Can only store inanimate objects, but no time passes for the objects stored. Range: Touching. Cost: Passively stores mana in the storage space from user overflow to maintain and operate. Excessive use may drain user’s mana. 
 
      
 
    Magnetic Personality Level 6: This ability enhances a person's natural charisma. Causes your words to be more meaningful to others. Makes one slightly more attractive, especially to the opposite sex. Resonance: ??? 
 
      
 
    Get Lucky Level 7: This ability increases the likelihood that anything involving chance will work out for you. This can be anything from games of chance to meeting a girl. Resonance: ??? 
 
      
 
    Magical Instrument Mastery Level 5: An advanced ability for playing an instrument. Includes normal and enchanted instruments. Increasing the level of this ability will make your control over the instrument better and allow for learning a new one faster. Resonance: 100%. 
 
      
 
    Acting Level 1: The ability to act. Increasing the level of this ability makes your performances more believable. Resonance: 78%. 
 
      
 
    Mana Dispersal Tier MAX: This ability allows the user to reduce the Mana in a spell or object over time, reducing spell effect until it is completely dispelled. Level of this ability matches that of the user's Abjuration type magic level. 
 
      
 
    Light Armor Mastery Level 15: Through the use of light armor, you have started down the path of mastery. +15% to armor rating when equipped only light armor and -15% to requirements of any light armor. Resonance: 99%. 
 
      
 
    Spell Armament Tier MAX: Using time and space magic you save a cast spell in a dimensional pocket, frozen in time. Up to 6 spells can be armed at a time. 
 
      
 
    Thia: 
 
      
 
    Familiar Bond Tier MAX: The bond between a mage and his familiar. This allows the mage and familiar to communicate telepathically and to sense each other’s location. Causes the mage and familiar to share some traits. Increasing the tier of this ability will improve the effectiveness. Can only be improved using talent points from the familiar. 
 
      
 
    Mana Transfer Tier MAX: Allows the Familiar and mage to share mana between them at a 1 to 1 ratio. 
 
      
 
    Two Formed Tier MAX: This creature has the ability to take on a humanoid form. Second form is determined upon the first transformation. 
 
      
 
    Mount Form Tier MAX: Allows the Familiar to increase its original form's size at will to accommodate 2 riders. Limits the use of some skills 
 
      
 
    Comprehensive Analysis Level MAX: Your high wisdom allows you to analyze and connect information at an increased rate. Increased comprehension of all information. 
 
      
 
    Quick Study Level MAX: Your high intelligence allows you to study and retain information at an increased rate. +10% to leveling speed for abilities and skill. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Skills 
 
    Vol Adare: 
 
      
 
    Identify Level 13: This skill allows a person to discern information from objects by focusing on them. This skill's lowest level will only show the most basic information. Increase the level of this skill to view more information about a target. Resonance: 100%. 
 
      
 
    Interrupt Level 4: Strike an enemy to break their focus, thereby interrupting their skill or spell. Range: Melee. Cost: 5 MP. Resonance: 81%. 
 
      
 
    Rebound Level 4: Forcefully block an attacker’s strike, causing the weapon to bounce back. Range: Melee. Cost: 10 MP. 
 
      
 
    Piercing Strike Level 1: Perform an overhand strike with a polearm. Ignores 10% of armor. Range: Melee. Cost: 20 MP. 
 
      
 
    Thia: 
 
      
 
    Zapp Level 23: Air spell that generates a static discharge on an enemy. Range: 20 feet. Cost: 5 MP. Base Dmg 5-10. 10% chance of a 1-second paralysis for target. 
 
      
 
    Screech Level 13: Release a loud screech within a cone in front of you that disorients enemies. Cooldown: 10 Seconds. Range: 20 feet. Cost: 20 MP. Applies the “Disoriented” debuff. 
 
      
 
    Knifewings Level 22: Fires sharpened feathers at an opponent. Can fire 1 feather knife at current level. Cooldown: 5 seconds. Range: 30 feet. Cost: 10 MP per feather. 
 
      
 
    Ride the Lightning Level 16: Change into lightning and use it to travel a short distance at the speed of lightning. Distance will increase with skill level. Range: 5 feet. Cost 50 MP. 
 
      
 
    Merge Level 7: Allows the Familiar to physically merge with the mage. Increases the mage's overall power proportional to the Familiar and gives access to the Familiar's abilities and skills. Duration: 3 Mins. Cooldown: 1 Hr. 
 
      
 
    Chain Lightning Tier MAX Level 14: Casts a lightning bolt that jumps from the target to 3 additional enemies within 10 feet, one after another. Damage is reduced for each jump. Range: 20 feet. Cost: 25 MP. Base Dmg 15-30. 10% chance of a 1-second paralysis for each target. 
 
      
 
    Ball Lightning Tier MAX Level 15: Fires a ball of lightning that explodes on contact dealing damage to enemies within 5 feet. Range: 20 feet. Cost: 25 MP. Base Dmg 15-30. 10% chance of a 1 second paralysis for those hit. 
 
      
 
    Ball and Chain Tier MAX Level 13: Allows the Familiar to combine Chain Lightning and Ball Lightning. This will cast a ball of lightning that explodes while sending smaller balls to 3 enemies within 10 feet to also explode. Range: 20 feet. Cost: 50 MP. Base Dmg 15-30. 10% chance of a 1 second paralysis for those hit. 
 
      
 
    Bladestrike Tier MAX Level 15: Calls forth a lightning strike on one of the familiar’s feather blades. Range: 50 feet. Cost 50 MP. Base Dmg 55-75. Ignores 50% of targets resistance and defense. Caster can add area effect damage that will hit anything within 5 feet of target. 
 
      
 
    Static Defense Level 4: Buffs the familiar with a static field that discharges on an attacker. Duration: 5 mins. Range: Self. Cost: 50 MP. Chance to paralyze. 
 
      
 
    Sleet Level 1: Summons forth a stream frigid water with sharp chunks of ice within to rain down on the target. Range: 50 feet. Cost: 50 MP. Base Dmg: 55-75. Inflicts a slowing effect on the target. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Grimoire 
 
    Neutral Level 24 
 
      
 
    Mana Bolt: A bolt of pure, compressed mana is fired at your target. Range: 40 feet. Cost: 10 MP. Base Dmg: 10-15. 
 
      
 
    Summon Familiar: Uses mana to connect the soul of the user to their Familiar counterpart. This bond is permanent and can't be broken. This spell will level up along with the Familiar. User must summon the Familiar to level them. First time cost: 200MP. Cost after first time: 50 MP. 
 
      
 
    Mana Barrier: Creates a barrier of mana that protects the user from damage. 
 
    The amount of damage the barrier can absorb is determined by the user's INT and Neutral Magic level. Duration: 1 Min. Cooldown: 30 sec. Range: Self/Touching. Cost: 25 MP. 
 
      
 
    Mana Sight: Empowers the user’s eyes to see mana in all forms and determine the type of magic. Duration: 1 Min. Range: Self/Touching. Cost: 5 MP. 
 
      
 
    Mana Decoy: Creates a decoy out of mana that can mimic the mana signature of anything the caster wishes. Caster mentally controls the decoy. Range: 50 feet. Cost: Initial cost varies, according to signature mimicked. Maintenance of 1 MP/sec. 
 
      
 
    Air Level 25 
 
      
 
    Buffet: Creates a gust of wind that knocks an opponent backward. Causes no damage. Range: 10 feet. Cost: 10 MP. 
 
      
 
    Wind Slash: Flings a condensed blade of air at the target. Range: 20 feet. Cost: 15 MP. Base Dmg: 15-20. 
 
      
 
    Slow Fall: Uses air currents to reduce a person's fall to a safe speed. Duration: 1 Min. Cost 30 MP. 
 
      
 
    Lightning: Fires a bolt of lightning at the enemy, possibly causing a 2-second paralysis. Range: 50 Feet. Cost: 40 MP. Base Dmg: 60-70. 
 
      
 
    Forked Lightning: Cast a bolt of lightning which forks off to strike any target within 5 feet of the original target. Does half damage to targets other than the main target. Range: 50 Feet. Cost: 50 MP. Base Dmg: 60-70. 
 
      
 
    Tornado: Create a tornado in an area 50 feet in diameter. Control over the wind funnel is determined by Air magic level and WIS. Duration: Channeled. Cooldown: 1 hour. Range: 200 feet. Cost: 200 MP initial, 10 MP/sec. 
 
      
 
    Fire Level 26 
 
      
 
    Spark: Creates a candle sized flame and can be used to light things on fire. Duration: 5 Mins. Range: Touching. Cost 5 MP. 
 
      
 
    Burning Palm: Causes the user’s hand to ignite with fire. Touching an enemy with the burning hand causes multiplied damage per second. Burn status is also inflicted, causing half the original damage over 10 seconds. Stacks up to 5 times. Duration: 10 Secs. Range: Touching. Cost 15 MP. Base Dmg: 15-20. 
 
      
 
    Wisp: Summons a ball of fire to light the way. Follows the target. Duration: 5 Mins. Range: 5 feet. Cost: 5 MP. 
 
      
 
    Fireball: Create a ball of fire and hurl it at your enemies. Detonates on impact, causing extra damage to anything within 5 feet. Chance to cause Burn. Range: 50 feet. Cost: 40 MP. Base Dmg: 45-55. 
 
      
 
    Flame Wave: Conjures a wall of flame in front of the caster that moves away in the direction cast. Chance to cause Burn. Range: 20 feet. Cost: 60 MP. Base Dmg: 50-60. 
 
      
 
    Summon Salamander: Bring forth a Salamander from the plane of fire to fight. This is a creature of fire and fights using the element. Duration: 5 Mins. Cooldown: 10 Mins. Range: 5 feet. Cost: 100 MP. 
 
      
 
    Fire Nova: Caster radiates fire in every direction out to 15 feet in an explosive release. Cooldown: 2 Mins. Range: 15 Feet. Cost: 100 MP. Base Dmg: 60-70. 
 
      
 
    Dragon’s Breath: Shoot extremely hot flames in a cone. Casting out of the mouth increases the effect of the flames. Cooldown: 1 hour. Range 15 feet. Cost: 100 MP initial, 50 MP per sec. Base Dmg: 80-100 per sec. 
 
      
 
    Earth Level 25 
 
      
 
    Earth Spike: Force the ground to strike out in the form of a cone with a sharp point. Range: 20 feet. Cost: 20 MP. Base Dmg: 15-30. 
 
      
 
    Earth Wall: Raise a wall of earth 8-feet tall and 10-feet wide to act as a barrier. Duration: 15 Secs. Range: 20 feet. Cost: 30 MP. 
 
      
 
    Shape Earth: Allows user to shape the earth to their will. The changes are permanent, slow, and mana intensive. Duration: Channeled. Cost: 5MP/sec. 
 
      
 
    Stone Skin: Increases the target’s defense by 10%. Range: 20 feet. Duration: 5 Mins. Cost: 25 MP. 
 
      
 
    Quicksand: Creates a pit of quicksand 5 feet in radius. Causes no damage but snares those within. Range: 50 feet. Duration: 1 Min. Cost: 20 MP. 
 
      
 
    Quake: Shakes the ground for 10 seconds and makes it hard for enemies to stand. Causes damage to nearby structures. Strength of effect is stronger the closer to the caster. Duration: 10 Secs. Cooldown: 5 Mins. Range: 50 feet. Area of effect: 20-foot radius from spot cast. Cost: 50 MP. 
 
      
 
    Summon Lesser Earth Elemental: Bring forth a Lesser Earth Elemental from the plane of earth to fight. This is a creature of earth and fights using the element. Duration: 5 Mins. Cooldown: 10 Mins. Range: 5 feet. Cost: 100 MP. 
 
      
 
    Water Level 24 
 
      
 
    Fog: Summons a fog that obscures vision. Duration: 5 Mins. Cooldown: 1 Min. Range: 50 feet. Area of effect: 10-foot radius from spot cast. Cost: 30 MP. 
 
      
 
    Frost: Chill something that is being touched by the caster or project cold in a cone in front of the caster. Range: Up to 5 feet. Cost: 10 MP. 
 
      
 
    Water Breathing: Allows a person to breath underwater. Duration: 1 hour. Cost 30 MP. 
 
      
 
    Water Whip: Takes water from surroundings to create a whip that inflicts damage to the target. Range: 20 feet. Cost: 20 MP. Base Dmg: 20-25. 
 
      
 
    Waterspout: Fires a jet of water that pushes the target backward. Chance to cause Drenched debuff: Reduces effectiveness of fire type spells by 20% and increases cold and lightning effects by 10% for 1 min. Duration: 2 Secs. Cooldown: 10 Secs. Range: 15 feet. Cost: 20 MP. Base Dmg: 5-10. 
 
      
 
    Ice Lance: Hurls a spear of ice at the target. Chance to cause Freezing debuff: slows the target’s attack and movement speed by 10% and stacks up to 5 times. Range: 50 Feet. Cost: 40 MP. Base Dmg: 60-70 
 
      
 
    Summon Water Snake: Bring forth a water snake from the plane of water to fight. This is a creature of water and fights using the element and has a poisonous bite. Duration: 5 Mins. Cooldown 10 Mins. Range: 5 feet. Cost: 100 MP. 
 
      
 
    Whirlpool: Condenses water into the target area and forces it to spin, battering and drowning any caught within. Covers an area of 50 feet in diameter. Control over the water is determined by Water magic level and WIS. Duration: Channeled. Cooldown: 1 hour. Range: 200 feet. Cost: 200 MP initial, 10 MP/sec. 
 
      
 
    All Elemental Level 25 
 
      
 
    Magic Armor: Gives a person +10% increased effectiveness to all magic types and +10% resistance to all damage, magical or physical. Range: Self. Cost: 50 MP to initialize and then -10 MP per min when active. 5% chance to reflect a hostile spell back on the caster. 
 
      
 
    Space Level 24 
 
      
 
    Phase: Shift between dimensions to become invisible and invulnerable to damage. Duration: 10 secs. Cooldown: 1 Min. Range: Self. Cost: 100 MP 
 
      
 
    Folded Space: Fold the space between two locations to make it only a step away. Range: 50 feet. Duration: Channeled Cooldown 1 Min. Cost: Variable. 
 
      
 
    Spatial Door: Create a doorway to another location. Must have visited the destination to Know it. Duration: 30 seconds. Cooldown: 8 Hours. Cost: 500 MP. 
 
      
 
    Time Level 23 
 
      
 
    Haste: Create a highly localized bubble of time around one person that makes the target 10% faster, increased by time magic level. Duration: 5 Mins. Cooldown: 1 Min. Range: Self/Touching. Cost: 35 MP. 
 
      
 
    Reverse Pain: Turns back time on one's injuries, healing the person for a small amount. Speed and overall amount healed dependent on caster's INT and time magic level. Cooldown: 15 Secs. Range: 10 feet. Cost: 35 MP. 
 
      
 
    Turn Back Damage: Turn back the damage done to an inanimate object. Speed and mana required dependent on caster's INT and time magic level. Range: Touch. Cost: Channeled. 
 
      
 
    Stasis: Creates a field of slowed time where the difference makes it appear as if the target is frozen. Duration: 10 Sec. Cooldown: 1 Min. Range: 1 Foot radius of target. Cost: 70 MP. 
 
      
 
    Life Level 19 
 
      
 
    Lesser Heal: Heals the target for a small amount. Amount healed is dependent on the caster's INT and life magic level. Range: 30 Feet. Cost: 10 MP. 
 
      
 
    Roots: Summons roots out of the ground to snare a target for 30 seconds. Causes no damage. Duration: 30 Secs. Cost: 10 MP. 
 
      
 
    Blessing of Life: Bless a weapon providing extra life type damage. +5% life magic damage to weapon. +10% to undead or death-based creatures. Duration: 1 Min. Range: Touch. Cost: 15 MP. 
 
      
 
    Cure: Cures debuffs from target like poison, disease, and others. Strength and type of debuffs that can be cured depends on caster's INT and life magic level. Range: 30 Feet. Cost: 25 MP. 
 
      
 
    Heal: Heals the target. Amount healed is dependent on the caster's INT and life magic level. Range: 30 Feet. Cost: 30 MP. 
 
      
 
    Consecrate: Consecrates the ground around the caster in a 10-yard radius. Life magic permeates this area and causes damage to lesser death creatures. Causes discomfort and slowed movement for any Death creatures within the radius. Increases health and mana regeneration for allies within the radius of the spell. Range: 50 Feet. Cost: 50 MP. 
 
      
 
    Light Level 17 
 
      
 
    Illusion: Bend and alter light in subtle ways to create or alter the appearance of something. Duration: 2 Mins. Range: 30 Feet. Cost: 5. 
 
      
 
    Light Orb: Creates a sphere of soft white light that can be affixed to a person. Duration: 30 Mins. Cost: 5 MP. 
 
      
 
    Sun Beam: Condense light into a concentrated beam that burns the target. Lasts for as long as the spell is channeled. Range: 35 Feet. Cost: 20 MP/sec. Base Dmg: 50/sec. 
 
      
 
    Death Level 8 
 
      
 
    Drain Life: Fire a beam of death magic that pulls the life from your foe and transfers it to you. Range: 25 Feet. Cooldown: 1 Min. Cost: 25 MP. Base Dmg/Healing: 15-30. 
 
      
 
    Raise Lesser Undead: Raise undead minions from the remains of creatures to do the casters bidding. Requires a corpse or skeleton less than 3/4 the level of the caster. Doesn't work on the cores of sentient creatures. Control limit is WIS/10. Range: 10 feet. Cost: 50 MP. 
 
      
 
    Dark Level 13 
 
      
 
    Shadow Spike: Condenses shadows into a physical spike to impale the target. Range: 20 Feet. Cost: 20 MP. Base Dmg: 15-30. 
 
      
 
    Shadow Beam: Release a concentrated beam of shadows that causes damage to anything it comes in contact with. Range: 35 feet. Cost: 20 MP/sec. Base Dmg: 50 per sec. 
 
      
 
    All Divine Level 14.25 
 
      
 
    Divine Retribution: Imbue someone with divine energy. Life, light, death, and dark magics lash out at attackers, causing damage to be reduced by 10% and returned to the attacker, bypassing armor and resistances. Duration increases with average Divine magic level. Duration: 5 Mins. Cooldown: 4 Mins. Range: Self/Touching. Cost: 50 MP. 
 
      
 
    Spell Imbuement: Imbue your choice of Divine magic to any spell cast. Results vary depending on the spell cast and the magic type it is imbued with. level is equal to the Divine magic type being used. Cost: +10% of spell cost. 
 
      
 
    Transmutation Level 12 
 
      
 
    Weaken Defense: Temporarily reduces the armor value of target by 15%. Duration: 1 Min. Cost 50 MP. 
 
      
 
    Abjuration Level 11 
 
      
 
    Break Ward: Focus magical energies to the opposite of the ward being dispelled until it unravels. Range: 2 Feet. Duration: Channeled. Cost: 5 MP per sec. 
 
    
Dispel: Cancel a spell being cast by disrupting the spell circle as it is charging in the target. Range: 50 feet. Cooldown: 1 min. Cost: 40 MP. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



A Word from the Author 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hi, Tom here. Thank you for reading Book 3 of The Chronicles of Herst. I hope you liked it. If you did, please be sure to leave a review in whatever place you purchased it from. It really helps when others see how much you enjoyed it. So, please recommend my work to your friends. 
 
      
 
    I would like to thank my editor who did a wonderful job making this work much more presentable. So thank you so much for your help Abigail Stefaniak of abbeyedits on Fiverr. www.fiverr.com/users/abbeyedits 
 
      
 
    There are multiple LitRPG groups out there on Facebook, Twitter, and all sorts of social media. There may even be one on Myspace, if anyone still uses that. Check them out and meet the community, if you haven’t already. I hope you look for the next book when it comes out. 
 
      
 
    You can see updates about The Chronicles of Herst on the Facebook page: 
 
    www.facebook.com/TheChroniclesofHerst. 
 
      
 
    To support me personally in all of my writing you can see my Patreon page at 
 
    https://www.patreon.com/ThomasWhipple 
 
      
 
    Check out: 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGsociety 
 
    and https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPG.books as well. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Additional Links 
 
      
 
    To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGGroup. 
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